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and the blast of modernity that accompanied it - are 
now compounded by a third giant wave, globalization

These forces have increasingly tested Islam and 
Islamic civilization for validity, adaptability, and the 
ability to hold on to the loyalty of Muslims, says Ali 
Allawi m his provocative new book. While the faith 
has proved resilient in the face of these challenges, 
other aspects of Islamic civilization have atrophied or 
died, Allawi contends, and Islamic civilization is now 
undergoing its last crisis.

The book explores how Islamic civilization began 
to unravel under colonial rule, as its institutions, 
laws, and economies were often replaced by 
inadequate modern equivalents. Allawi also examines 
the backlash expressed through the increasing 
religiosity of Muslim societies and the spectacular 
rise of political Islam and its terrorist offshoots. 
Assessing the status of each of the building blocks 
of Islamic civilization, the author concludes that 
Islamic civilization cannot survive without the 
vital spirituality that underpinned it in the past. He 
identifies a key set of principles for moving forward, 
principles that will surprise some and anger others, 
yet clearly must be considered.
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To SFH - who lit the

To SHR - who lived the way

To the Folk of the Hyderkhana - who travelled the way

If you wish for a pearl 
You must leave the desert 
And wander by the sea;

And even if you never find 
The gleaming pearl, at least

You won't have failed to reach the water*

’From Hakim Sanai: [ThM ^o^^gon^:
SinGhXi in what is now modern-day Afghanistan
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Preface

The Iraq of the 1950s, in which I was raised, as well as the broader Arab 
and Islamic world of that time, were at a stage when the secular elements
in society — the ruling political class and the cultural and intellectual 
elites - had moved far away from an overt identification with Islam. It then 
appeared to be only a matter of time before Islam would lose whatever 
hold it might still have had on the peoples and societies of the Muslim 
world. Even the term ‘Muslim’ was unusual for the period; Muslim coun
tries identified themselves more in terms of national or ethnic status or 
ideological affinities.

Islam was not a noticeable factor in daily life. Religion was a mandatory 
course in school, it is true, but the life around us was clearly decoupling 
from Islam. Nobody taught us the rules of prayer or expected us to fast in 
Ramadan. We learnt the shorter verses of the Quran, but the holy book
itself was kept on shelves or in drawers, mostly unread. The pilgrimage to 
Mecca was only for the old, atoning for the transgressions in their lives, in 
preparation for their inevitable end - more in the nature of an insurance 
policy than an act of piety. I don’t recall ever coming across the word jihad 
in any contemporary context. The prevailing rhetoric was more to do with 
Arab destiny and anti-imperialism. A bit of religious fervour popped up
during the Suez Crisis of 1956, when Cairo radio blared out martial songs 
calling for divine support against the Anglo-French-Israeli invasion, but
that was about it. Women, not only in my own family but throughout the 
urban middle classes, wore only western clothes. They had long ceased to 
wear the hijab. The only connection to a pre-modern past that I had was
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my grandfather, who always wore the distinguishing - and dignified - dress 
of robes and turbans of an old-line merchant.

Apart from religious holidays, the public rituals of Islam were not 
widely observed. Friday congregational prayers were held, but certainly 
not with the same degree of participation or vigour that a person would 
notice nowadays. The formerly ubiquitous Sufi orders had lost most of 
their devotees, and what was left of them had become the object of faint 
ridicule by a knowing elite. I came across possibly one of the last of the 
wandering dervishes of the area — a qalandar - who showed up in front of
our house in his patched frocks, carrying a ritual pike and a bowl. He was 
fed and sent on his way. Since, I have only ever seen one other such as him. 
The Shia rites of Muharram were celebrated, often wildly, but we were 
advised to stay well away from them. They were somewhat unbecoming 
for refined folk, who preferred to hold semi-literary soirees to remember 
the passion of the martyr Imam Hussein. Tears were ritually shed and after 
a short catharsis, normal conversation returned. Modernity was flooding 
in everywhere, and people seemed to want more of it. Cinemas and snack 
bars, cabarets and country clubs, freely flowing alcohol and mixed parties: 
Baghdad was turning into Babylon, its hedonistic predecessor of yore. 
And it was not much different, as memoirs of the times amply testify, in 
Casablanca, Cairo, Damascus, Istanbul, Tehran, Karachi and Jakarta. 
Secularism had the Muslim world by the throat. It may not have been in 
the very same form that I had experienced, but the result was the same. 
Islam was ignored, marginalized or rejected by the modernizing classes. It 
continued to provide some form of ethical scaffolding to people’s lives, 
but even that became frayed as people moved into a modern and urban 
environment.

Neither did Islam’s public position improve materially in the decade of 
the 1960s. This was the era of ascendant military dictatorships, nationalist 
ideologies and socialist and populist movements that dominated the land
scape of the Islamic world. No one could foresee the comeuppance that
these regimes would face in less than a decade and the public discreditin;
of their models for reform and modernization. The defeat by Israel of the 
combined Arab armies in the Six Day War was only one of the events that 
dramatically tipped the balance in favour of a resurgent Islam - a process 
which accelerated in the 1970s. Political Islam began to raise its head after 
years of lying in wait, being either ignored or persecuted. Another current 
also rose imperceptibly in those times: that of a re-spiritualized Islam that 
was breaking away from the hold of the traditional religious orders but
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remained in the shadows. It affected far fewer people and its presence and 
influence were scarcely felt in a world convulsed with dramatic political 
changes.

By the end of the 1970s the tide of militant Islamism seemed unstop
pable and increasingly defined the idea of a resurgent Islam. The Iranian 
Revolution and its aftermath convulsed the planet. Political Islam erupted 
on the global stage in a huge social and political revolution and, whatever 
we may think of it, embodied the hopes and fears of millions of people 
around the world. A parallel revolution was also engulfing the world of 
Sunni Islam with the struggle against the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan 
and the rise of a radical jihad-inspired culture. The world in general and 
Muslims in particular were confronted with a host of questions and asser
tions about the role of Islam in society and politics. I daresay that every 
Muslim of that period was exercised, in one form or another — whether 
recoiling in alarm, being perplexed and anxious, or being an enthusiastic 
advocate - at the rise of political Islam and the increasingly assertive and 
controversial role of Islam in society.

For a long time, the two worlds of Islam which impacted on me — the 
outer world of political and social action and the inner world of spiritual 
and moral realization - seemed entirely at odds with each other. One was 
angry at its subordination, insistent on recognition and power, and chal
lenging the status quo; the other was serene, introspective and immersed 
in the intangible. The fabric of the first was societies and nations; that of 
the second was the self and the individual. The rituals of worship in Islam 
were supposed to bridge these worlds, but they were bent to suit other 
demands. I began to recognize that the essential unity of Islam had been 
greatly diminished, if not quite yet destroyed. People could no longer 
move effortlessly between these two worlds.

Momentous crises affected the Islamic world in the past quarter century: 
the Iranian Revolution, the Iran-Iraq War, the invasion of Afghanistan, the 
siege of the Bosnian Muslims, the sectarian riots in India, the civil wars in 
the Sudan and Algeria, the Second Gulf War, the rise of the Taliban, the 
eruption of global terror linked to radical political Islam, and the invasion 
of Iraq and the sectarian carnage it unleashed. All these demanded engage
ment and action, no doubt, and they tilted the balance towards the political 
arena. As I became more involved in these crises in my writings, my 
speeches and then in direct political action, I found that only a few of the 
Muslims I encountered in the political arena could resonate with the 
spiritual or ethical aspects of Islam. In particular, Islamists behaved no
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differently from the rest, and often worse, as the prospects for power 
loomed for them in a number of countries, including Iraq. The Islam that 
I had experienced was increasingly devoid of any deeply ethical content and 
was at odds with my understanding of its own legacy. That is not to say that 
the preoccupation of the vast majority of Muslims with their outer condi
tion was in any way reprehensible. But it was deficient, as it framed the 
crises Islam was facing mainly in terms of the political, social or jurispru
dential aspects of the religion. The moral education of individual Muslims 
was an altogether different matter which did not fuse with the preoccupa
tions of the leaders of the Muslim world, whether those in power or in
opposition, in Muslim lands or in the growing diasporas in the West. 
Muslims may have been overwhelmed by the scale of the real or imagined 
disasters befalling them, but this should not have stopped them from 
holding up a mirror to themselves. What that mirror would have shown 
was a fading of their own civilizational drive and an increasingly obvious 
indifference to, and often abandonment of, the foundational ethical and
spiritual bases of the faith.

I experienced this at first hand in the conflicts and wars that engulfed 
Muslims and the Muslim world in the past thirty years. The divisions 
within and between Muslims were breaking out into incredible paroxysms 
of violence. Sectarian, ethnic and racial hatreds continuously trumped the 
ideals of Islamic unity. The Iran-Iraq War and the internecine warfare 
which accompanied the withdrawal of the Soviets from Afghanistan were 
just such examples. It was in post-Saddam Iraq, however, that I could see 
how far into Islamic political and social life the crisis had seeped. The 
murderous violence unleashed by radical Wahhabi-inspired Islamists was 
accompanied by laborious jurisprudential ‘justifications’. These were 
accepted by a large number of Muslims worldwide and they legitimated the 
indiscriminate slaughter of innocent civilians. The counter-terror which 
followed in the wake of these acts was mainly the doing of Shia militias and 
was largely arbitrary in its selection of victims. Hundreds of thousands of 
Iraqis were killed, millions were displaced or exiled, and the country 
descended into chaos and strife.

This ghastly work was done mainly by people who claimed to have an 
Islamic motivation for their deeds. Political Islamists of all stripes jetti
soned their entire ideologies - for which many of their militants had given 
their lives - in indecent haste, as they scrambled for political advantage in 
the new order. Not once during my entire three-year stint in the Iraqi 
government did I witness a single episode of a formerly Islamist party,

now in power, promoting or championing an Islamic cause it had earlier 
propounded in its manifestos. The ethical standards of the holders of 
public office fell to appallingly low and squalid levels. The obsessive drive 
for personal material gain at the public expense seized the minds of a great 
percentage of people in the political class and fed the extraordinary levels 
of corruption. It was a sad and dispiriting spectacle. Muslims by and large 
seemed to have cut themselves off from the wellsprings of Islamic ethics. I 
had actually guessed as much before I returned to Iraq, but it was in Iraq 
that I began to reflect on the matter systematically. The present book is the 
product of this effort. It is one person’s attempt to understand the factors 
behind the decay of the spirit of Islam, and what the future holds if this 
process is not halted or reversed.

When my publishers first broached the idea that I might write a topical 
book on Islam, I was quite reluctant to do so. The bookshelves were already 
groaning with hastily written works on Islam. These were aimed mostly at 
satisfying a huge public demand for insights into, and explanations for, the 
phenomenal rise of violent political Islam and its impact on the modern 
world. After decades of indifference, when Islam was only of interest 
to academic specialists, diplomats, travellers and a few converts, Islam 
had burst again into western consciousness. Islam was presumed to be a 
mortally wounded civilization, one that was unable to adapt to modernity 
and could thus only be consigned to a fate of marginalization and ultimate 
disappearance. But an explosive revival of the faith had swept the Islamic 
world and was now spilling outside its borders. This unfamiliar manifesta
tion of Islam became increasingly conjoined in the public mind with 
violence, revolution, instability and war. The association was further rein
forced by the spectacular acts of mass murder and terror inflicted on New 
York and Washington on 9/11 and later in Madrid and London. These were 
mostly laid, consciously or not, at the feet of Islam.

It is not that I shied away from writing a book on political Islam because 
the field was already crowded with such works. Rather, in spite of its 
predominance in the calculations of policy-makers and in the public 
imagination, political Islam is only an aspect of the overall problem of 
Islam in the modem world. To my mind, political Islam is a manifestation 
of the ailment rather than the ailment itself. The fact that it has received
the lion’s share of attention does not automatically make its leaders and 
ideologues the arbiters of Islam itself. What concerned me was to discover 
the deeper roots of the crisis and, in particular, to find out whether Islam’s 
apparent mismatch with the modern world is intrinsic to the religion itself
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or is due to some other factors - including the decay of its defining and 
vital forces.

I set out to write this book with the purpose of answering three basic 
questions. First, could one speak of a single Islamic civilization any longer, 
or had Islam broken down irretrievably into loosely connected cultural, 
national and ethnic units? Secondly, is a specifically Islamic civilization a 
recurrent or repeatable possibility, or has it been, as the critics and sceptics 
would argue, forever lost? Thirdly, under what conditions can Islam’s civi
lizational presence return to the modern world? However, above all these 
concerns there is a fundamental issue, central to Islam and other world
religions: can a modern society, with all its complexities, institutions and 
tensions, be built on the vision of the divine?

Islam forged a civilization which was unique and easily recognizable 
even as it crossed boundaries of race, tribe, language and geography. Its 
societies were infused by a spirit that gave a distinctive colouring to their 
institutions, politics, laws, arts and architecture, literature, science and 
scholarship. At its heart was an act of willing submission - the literal 
meaning of‘Islam’ - to the divine reality from which all manifestations of 
its civilization ultimately derived. This ideal has remained intact ever since 
the inception of the religion, and in the final analysis it has been the 
bulwark which has so far stood against the dissolution of Islam into 
modernity. The transcendental ideal has remained constant across the 
different cultural traditions which make up the world of Islam. This has 
been frequently overlooked: the fact of Muslims’ intrinsic diversity has 
overshadowed their unity. The book therefore addresses itself to the possi
bility of the survival and continuity of this ideal in the face of the monu
mental challenges that modernity and globalization have raised. In this 
sense, my book is not about the political, or even the religious, dimensions 
of Islam. It is more about whether Muslims can remain committed to the 
transcendent ideal and how this commitment would affect their conduct 
at the individual and social levels.

I have divided my narrative into four distinct but interconnected areas. In

that of other civilizations, and in particular from the dominant and global
izing world order. The thread of the argument which runs throughout the 
book is that Islamic civilization, almost by definition, has to acknowledge 
the role of the transcendent (or the sacred, or the divine: call it what you 
will) in its make-up. If that element is absent, then Islam cannot be forced 
into the dynamics of modernity without its integrity being affected.

The first three chapters are a historical overview of the shocks to Islamic 
civilization provoked by its encounter with the expanding western powers 
and then with the forces of modernity. It spans roughly the period from 
the start of the nineteenth century to the 1970s. I am particularly inter
ested in the reaction of those who recognized that there had been enor
mous changes in the world of Islam and who had struggled with their own 
responses in the context of an Islam which affirmed the significance of the
transcendent. Many of the individuals I evoke here are not in the usual 
pantheon of figures associated with political Islam, but that does not 
diminish their importance. On the contrary, their reaction to the decline 
of Islamic life and culture may be far more pertinent to the issues we are 
facing now. The 1970s is also the period which saw the start of what I have 
called the counter-revolution of Islam - a tumultuous process which, at its
base, is about recovering the vital energies of Islamic civilization. We are 
still living through this process, with no final resolution in sight.

In Chapters 4 and 51 track the effect of the changes which have occurred 
over the past two centuries on the fundamental understanding of Islam and 
of its values. This process is necessarily more abstract, but I have tried to 
flesh out the narrative so as to make it more accessible for the general
reader. I beg the reader’s indulgence if the narrative becomes technical in 
places. However, this is essential to my argument In these chapters I also 
examine the mechanisms by which Islam was gradually ‘de-sacralized’ and 
how this has affected entire aspects of how Muslims think and believe. I 
explore the efforts of a number of people who have attempted to stop secu
larist thought and knowledge from becoming the basic building-block of 
Muslims’ education and to instil an ethics of virtue into the educational
curriculum. I also deal with the all-important issue of the legitimacy and 
limit of change in Islam and with those who have challenged the prevailing 
boundaries. I have purposefully included figures who have tried to bring 
back the transcendent aspect of Islam to rectify the over-identification of 
Islam with its political or juridical side. Some of these figures are not that 
well known, but they provide a dramatic example of what could happen if 
prevailing orthodoxies are seriously challenged. The calls to reform Islam 
and the meaning of reformation in the context of established orthodoxies 
have been highly problematic.

Chapters 6 through to 10 deal with the outer effects of the erosion of the 
Islamic civilizational space on power, institutions, politics, values, economic 
life, and culture and society. These are the areas where the debate on the 
future of Islam has mainly taken place, but I have tried to introduce an
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ethical and spiritual dimension to the question of whether a uniquely 
Islamic order can ever be recreated again. The ascendant forces of the 
modern global order have made deep inroads into the outer world of Islam 
and, equally importantly, into the minds of Muslims. They may deny it and 
fight numerous rearguard actions, but this reality cannot be easily effaced - 
unless Muslims confront another harsh fact. Any civilization has an inner 
and outer aspect: an inner aspect of beliefs, ideas and values which inform 
the outer aspect of institutions, laws, government and culture. The inner 
dimensions of Islam no longer have the significance or power to affect the 
outer world in which most Muslims live.

PROLOGUE

The Axes of Islamic 
Civiliz ation

This book is an amalgam of history, philosophy, theology, sociology, 
economics, politics - and a bit more. It is not an academic work, although 
I have tried to be scrupulous and consistent both in the narrative and in the 
use of sources. I am sure that a number of scholars and specialists will take 
issue with this or that argument or conclusion, but the book should be read 
as a continuous whole. At the same time, a number of people may think 
that my conclusions are overly stark, even pessimistic. I address my remarks 
here particularly to Muslims who are already struggling in a million ways 
to adjust their lives and values to the often harsh realities of the outside 
world. This book is not about Islam as a religion or as a code of outer 
conduct and transactions. I have no doubt that this Islam will continue into

Now on strangers does the world bestow its favours and esteem,
All we have been left with is a phantom world and a dream

Muhammad Iqbal, poet and philosopher, writing in his 1909 poem 
of lament, ‘Shikwa’ (‘The Complaint’), in Shikwa and 

Jawab-i-Shikwa, transl. Khushwant Singh 
(OUP/OXFORD INDIA PAPERBACKS: DELHI, 1981).

the indefinite future. This book is about Islamic civilization - a universe
which is recognizably Islamic; draws its vitality and inspiration from the 
inner and outer aspects of Islam; and is the bridge connecting the two. It is 
this world that is in danger of disappearing.

There is little doubt that the civilization of Islam is undergoing a monu
mental crisis. In one form or another, this crisis has been going on for well 
over two hundred years. It still has not worked itself out. Islam as a reli
gion, as a method of worship for millions of believers, is most certainly
alive and well. The vitality of the faith is palpable. So is what most people, 
especially in the West, understand to be Islam nowadays; namely the polit
ical and violent manifestations of radical Islam. These are ever present and
have caused the rest of the world profound concern and anxiety. When 
Islam is seen only in terms of the ideology of political Islam, it is not in
crisis, but rather one cause of crises. Both these aspects of Islam — religious
observance and the political arena - seem to ive the lie to the assertion
that Islam is in retreat. But focusing on the religiosity of Muslims or on the 
rise of political Islam simply deflects or disguises the problem. The world 
which Islam had built over the centuries - its civilization in the broadest
sense of the word - has been seriously undermined. How this came about 
and whether the damage inflicted on Islamic civilization is terminal or not 
is the subject of this book.
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Forming a Civilization

All civilizations are balanced between the individual and the collective (or 
the group); and between this-worldliness and other-worldliness. Shifts 
between the relative importance of these cornerstones is what gives civiliza
tions their distinctive colouring. Oriental despotisms were built on the 
glorification of the individual ruler, who was deified and raised above mere 
mortals. In the Roman Republic on the other hand, the virtues and ideals 
of society were embodied in group institutions such as the Senate. Roman 
civilization shifted when republican virtues turned to imperial grandeur and 
when the collective wisdom of the Senate was subsumed into the edicts
and decrees of an individual emperor. In classical tyrannies, autocracies 
and despotisms, the will of the individual ruler becomes the deter
mining and driving force of social action. In the totalitarian commumst 
societies of the twentieth century the opposite was the case. Individual will 
was obliterated by the power of the collective manifested in a party or elite. 
This is the theory at least, but often the cult of the supreme leader is super
imposed on the collectivist or corporatist ethos. Mao, Stalin and Hitler are 
just such examples. The modern West - particularly its English-speaking 
part - is defined by a decisive shift away from the collective and the sacred 
and towards the individual and the secular. In the self-image of the West, the 
individual is ennobled and given the power to determine the course of his 
or her personal development, together with that of society, through the 
idiom of rights and the practice of a democracy based on laws and rules. The 
main purpose of society becomes to provide the environment for individ
uals to develop their potential and, in the process, to enrich and advance
society as a whole.

Other modern societies reject the notion that the individual should be 
the undivided focus of attention; they reverse the formula. The interests of 
the group — be it the party, the clan, the military or the nation - becomes 
paramount. Any number of states, including not a few democracies such 
as Japan and the Scandinavian countries, would tilt the balance towards 
the collective rather than the individual. Other countries explicitly seek to 
reconcile and balance the twin and often conflicting demands of indi
vidual and collective action through a calculus of shared interests. This is 
the basis of the progressive politics of the democratic left in western coun
tries. But such attempts are often short-lived, as the exigencies of time 
and place impose the domination of one over the other. The demise of 
the communal spirit which has underpinned the post-war European

welfare state and the social democracy it engendered is ample proof of 
this. Post-Soviet societies have violently oscillated between a rampant and 
often criminal individualism and a return to authoritarian hierarchies and
structures.

Even religions have varied in the way they weigh the individual and the 
collective. Buddhism is essentially a solitary path to self-realization and 
fulfilment, while Judaism is eminently concerned with the collective 
trajectory, spiritual and worldly, of a particular people. At its heart, the 
Protestant reformation was about the possibility of the individual, 
through acts of personal piety and worship, to attain salvation specifically 
without the intercession of a hierarchical church. Most religions interpose 
a priestly class to act as interpreters and mediators between the individual 
and the object of worship. Depending on one’s viewpoint, this learned 
class is either the curse of religions or its essence.

Critical disjunctions in human history occur when the individual para
digm is overturned or tilted in favour of the collective, or vice versa. These 
turnabouts are common in history. A new pattern of values becomes estab
lished and these continue to colour society until such time as another new 
set of circumstances forces a change. The precise moments or periods when 
these transformations take place are never clearly determined. Defeats in 
wars, famines and natural catastrophes, economic or financial collapses, 
generally result in the undermining of a prevailing system, while conquests, 
discoveries, and material abundance strengthen existing systems — at least 
in the short term. Such events can affect civilizations suddenly or in a 
long, cumulative process which creates incremental changes. But vestiges of 
replaced or overwhelmed civilizations may continue to exist and interact 
with the dominant order in ways which are not necessarily antagonistic, but 
which are invariably subordinate. More subtly, however, changes can operate 
at the individual level, and gradually, progressively, they generate internal 
forces which overcome the host system. For example, the small but 
coalescing groups of Christians within the Roman Empire gradually chal
lenged the ethos of the Roman state. By the fourth century, Christianity 
had established its ascendancy over the old pagan order with the Emperor 
Constantine’s conversion, an outcome which forever marked the destiny of 
the former territories of the empire.

The potential for tension between the individual and the collective is 
ever present in modern society. The former generally seeks to maximize 
his or her autonomy and freedom, while the latter seeks to establish its 
norms and rules and the power to enforce them. The tensions even inflect
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discoveries, and material abundance strengthen existing systems — at least 
in the short term. Such events can affect civilizations suddenly or in a 
long, cumulative process which creates incremental changes. But vestiges of 
replaced or overwhelmed civilizations may continue to exist and interact 
with the dominant order in ways which are not necessarily antagonistic, but 
which are invariably subordinate. More subtly, however, changes can operate 
at the individual level, and gradually, progressively, they generate internal 
forces which overcome the host system. For example, the small but 
coalescing groups of Christians within the Roman Empire gradually chal
lenged the ethos of the Roman state. By the fourth century, Christianity 
had established its ascendancy over the old pagan order with the Emperor 
Constantine’s conversion, an outcome which forever marked the destiny of 
the former territories of the empire.

The potential for tension between the individual and the collective is 
ever present in modern society. The former generally seeks to maximize 
his or her autonomy and freedom, while the latter seeks to establish its 
norms and rules and the power to enforce them. The tensions even inflect 
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the ethical dimension. For example, while individuals pursue liberty, soci
eties may seek social justice. One could conflict with, or even contradict, 
the other. An adversarial relationship almost inevitably ensues which is not 
always satisfactorily resolved at the political level, even in democracies. 
The post-war welfare-state balance, which allows for individual profit and 
self-interest but seeks to channel it to social ends through the redistribu
tive power of the state, is a clumsy and often ineffectual compromise 
between the two elements.

The moral imperatives of earlier times - as manifested, say, in the 
nineteenth-century Christian socialist movement - which sought to focus 
on the obligation for charitable works and to help the needy through
community-based or collective institutions, have faded. The philanthro
pists of the twenty-first century bear little resemblance to the great social 
reformers of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. It would be diffi
cult to envisage today’s billionaires spending their fortunes on founding 
experimental or utopian communities such as George Cadbury’s Bournville 
village or Robert Owen’s New Lanark Society’s concern for the weak and 
impoverished, briefly shining through a few decades after the Second World 
War, has been in serious retreat after the rise of neo-liberalism in the 1980s
and thereafter. China appears well on the way to abandoning the collective 
principles of its formal allegiance to communism, while India - at least its 
‘progressive’ middle classes - appears to be faintly embarrassed by the 
perceived archaism of the communal ethos of Mahatma Ghandi.

Paradoxes of the 1990s

The general drift of the western world in recent times has been towards some 
consensus on the primacy of individual over collective rights. This has been 
worked out in the unravelling of the post-war welfare state, as well as in the 
adoption by most of the world of the ideas of untrammelled individualism. 
Totalitarian anti-individual systems, such as the Nazi state and the Soviet 
empire, have been militarily defeated or have collapsed, leaving the field clear 
for the seemingly irresistible rise of a global civilization. The contours of this 
order are defined substantially by the West. The demarcation lines between
the public and private domains have now become increasingly fuzzy. In fact, 
expanding the sphere of activity of the private sector has become almost 
synonymous with enhancing the rights of individuals as consumers. The 
functions of the state have been radically recast so that areas which were well 
within its exclusive remit, such as the provision of health and educational

services, pensions, public transport, and even defence, became open to the 
private sector. Even states such as China, which are still officially communal 
in their ideology, have succumbed to the imperatives of the new order in 
their drive for economic growth. Witness the official indifference to the 
appalling conditions in many of China’s factories and the armies of desperate 
unemployed which roam the Chinese countryside and haunt the margins of 
its exploding cities. Milton Friedman and Friedrich von Hayek became the 
icons of the times, rather than John Maynard Keynes or Karl Polanyi. The 
values of the European ‘Enlightenment’ have been dusted off and given a 
new lease of life by being conflated with ‘universal’ rights and values. The 
process has been accompanied by an aggressive insistence on the correctness 
and universal applicability of these values. Furthermore, it has become 
practically axiomatic that these rights and values are defined and achieved 
only within the context of liberal democracy, a market economy open to 
globalization and continuous technological progress.

Thus the sustaining vision of this period is one of mankind approaching 
the final resolution of the age-old conflicts between freedom and authority, 
between religious faith and secularism. The balance would tilt decisively in 
favour of freedom in all its manifestations: individual, social, religious and 
economic. This became commonplace in the 1990s, in the wake of the 
collapse of the Soviet bloc. But the march towards an ‘end of history’ and 
towards a benign symbiosis between the individual and the collective has 
been severely jolted by continuing (and possibly exacerbating) tensions 
between and within societies and individuals. The number of failed states 
has grown alarmingly, and many of the world’s poorest countries have 
hovered on the brink of disaster - or even jumped into the abyss. Liberia, 
Sierra Leone, Rwanda, Burma, Iraq all mocked the easy assumptions and 
forecasts of the era. This was also the time when religious passions spilled 
over into the political arena. The wars caused by a disintegrating Yugoslavia 
as well as the Chechnya conflict had an overt ethno-religious dimension. 
Societies which followed the new prescriptions for economic success were 
faced with increasing internal economic inequalities and income disparities. 
In a 2007 report, the Asian Development Bank reported alarming rises in 
income inequalities in the decade leading to 2005, in fifteen of the twenty- 
one countries it had examined.1 Income inequalities in the developed world, 
especially in Japan, the US and the UK, also rose markedly in this period. If 
anything, fragmentation and disorder ended up carrying the day, and 
demons that one thought would have been long buried or forgotten 
emerged to increase the sense of chaos and fear. What was seen as the dawn
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of a new golden age of tolerance and mutual respect turned out to be the 
harbinger of another cycle of fear and violence.

The celebration of individual freedoms and liberties has been short
lived. Collective anxieties - about other races, classes, ethnicities, sects, 
religions, and now entire civilizations — rather than communal solidarity, 
have replaced the euphoria that accompanied the fall of apartheid and the 
collapse of the Soviet system. Legitimate self-defence has given way to the 
doctrine of pre-emption and prevention. Individual rights to private prop-
erty gave way to the imposition of market fundamentalism on down
trodden peoples and nations. The 1990s were full of this whiplash effect. 
By 2001, the decade that started with such promise had almost reversed 
itself entirely. At its heart, the tension was elemental, between fear and 
hope, control and freedom, hoarding and sharing, conquest and submis
sion, and it was played out at the level of individuals, groups and even 
whole civilizations. Which set of elemental forces would predominate was 
to determine the course of events on the global stage. In the end, the baser 
forces have prevailed.

The Muslim world was not spared the paradoxes of the 1990s. 
Individual Muslim countries have with varying degrees of enthusiasm 
joined the globalization bandwagon, easily jettisoning their former alle
giances in favour of the new verities, with all their promises and problems. 
Again, with a few exceptions, they succumbed to the military and political 
supremacy of the US on the world stage. But Islam, the invisible glue 
which binds Muslims into another set of loyalties and identities beyond 
the nation, has not yet acknowledged the inevitability of the new global 
civilization. It is Islam, rather than individual Muslim nations, that is seen 

u
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to be at odds with the rest of the world.
The world perspective on Islam has been in many ways determined by 

the state of other societies, especially those of the West. During the long 
post-war boom which ended with the stagflation of the 1970s, western 
countries were formally indifferent to Islam, except perhaps as an ally in 
the cold war. Political Islam had not yet evolved into an intimidatini
external threat, and the army of Muslim migrants who flooded into 
Europe in the immediate post-war era to fill low-paying jobs silently 
accepted their social obscurity and exclusion. The boom times coincided 
with the rise of the welfare state in the western democracies. When the 
socially aware, communal or collective spirit was prevailing, the ‘threat’ 
from Islam was hardly ever mentioned, at least not in its present form. The 
traditional left in the West identified with the causes of anti-imperialism

and alleviation of poverty in the developing countries and improvement 
in the lot of the migrant communities in their midst. In both cases, Islam, 
although mainly a passive bystander, was seen as a potential ally. There 
were a huge number of Muslims in the developing world, and they formed 
a significant percentage of the excluded migrants, especially in western 
Europe. The fear of Islam has followed the demise of social democracy in 
the West, and the decay of the socially centred movements in the devel
opingworld. The Reagan-Thatcher period in the 1980s coincided not only 
with the anxieties generated by the Iranian Revolution but also with the 
controversies surrounding Islam’s apparent inability to accept western 
freedoms uncritically. This was best exemplified by the Rushdie affair, 
which poisoned intercommunity relations in the UK as well as in Europe.

The 1990s increasingly and often fatuously, saw a connection between acts 
of terrorism and the religion of Islam, and also large-scale slaughter perpe
trated mainly against Muslims: in Bosnia, Kosovo, Chechnya and Gujarat. 
‘Let Muslims understand’, said a statement by the Hindu nationalist move
ment, the Rashtriya Sevayamsevak Sangh (RSS), ‘that their real safety lies in 
the good will of the majority.’2 This came not from some crank organization, 
but from a movement whose political arm, the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), 
led India’s government for eight years after 1996. It was also the decade when 
the thesis of the ‘clash of civilizations’ became identified specifically with 
Islam and its inability to accommodate modernity. The thesis became a truth 
upheld, even fought for, by a huge swathe of groups, ranging from liberal 
columnists in western Europe to Serbian gunmen ethnically cleansing whole 
parts of Bosnia and mobs whipped up into a murderous frenzy by the right
wing Hindu extremists of the RSS in India. The growing tide of antipathy to 
Islam reached an apotheosis of sorts after the 9/11 attacks.

Blocking the Pathways of Islamic Civilization

History cannot be read, understood and interpreted according to a fixed set 
of rules and structures, but every epoch has its own patterns of explana
tion. In one epoch, the problem is couched in terms of individual rights,
liberties and freedoms; in another, it is the duty of the individual to the 
collective; in yet another epoch, nations and their heroes are glorified and 
assigned almost mythic dimensions. But the temptation is always to 
consider the verities of a particular age to be universal and valid for all time
and place. These renderings, which are frequently portentous and self- 
congratulatory, then come to define the political culture. They are often
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carried abroad by the triumphant civilization, and once there they inflict 
considerable damage and destruction on the host society and culture. Just 
think of the call of La Mission civilitrice, behind which imperialism hid its 
ugly face. In an essay extraordinarily entitled ‘The Government of the 
Subject Races’, Lord Cromer, the real ruler of Egypt in the years 1883 to 
1907, wrote: ‘We need not always enquire too closely what these people... 
themselves think is in their own interests. It is essential that each special 
issue should be decided mainly with reference to what, by the light of 
Western knowledge and experience ... we conscientiously think is best for 
the subject race.’3 Local ‘modernizing’ elites to whom power was frequently 
bequeathed by the departing imperial authorities were equally adept at 
tearing apart the fabric of traditional societies.

The entire edifice of latter-day Islamic societies has been subjected to 
this shock treatment at the hands of a host of would-be local reformers, 
determined to ‘rescue’ their societies from powerlessness, poverty and 
marginalization. They have drawn on a host of ideologies that promised 
an easy solution to the Muslims’ dilemma, but these have nearly all failed. 
Another set of solutions are then trotted out, tried as palliatives for a 
diminishing time-span, and then abandoned as a lost cause. The proces
sion of forgotten, discredited and discarded theories stretches as far as the 
eye can see. The uncritical adoption of whatever appears to be the preva
lent mood in the West is an unfortunate feature of the make-up of the 
ruling elites in the Islamic world.

At the same time, no real attention has been given to the effects of imper
sonal forces on the world of Islam. These forces have gathered ever greater 
power since the collapse of the Soviet Union. They often eclipse the power 
of nations. Commodity, currency, capital and energy markets are not alto
gether under the control of nation-states, and their movements can have 
untold effects. Acting under the rubric of globalization, lightly regulated 
markets, unimpeded capital flows and financial liberalization, they have 
increasingly defined the substance of power. As the gap between what is 
perceived as the latent potential of the Islamic world and its reality of 
economic backwardness and political dependency becomes ever more 
obvious, the siren song of the ideologues of political Islam reaches more and 
more ears. Their image of a pur et dur Islam of old has proven very attrac
tive, and not one to be easily forgotten.

The temptation, when times are dark, has always been to imagine a 
‘golden age’, an Arcadia, or a City-on-the-Hill. All cultures and most reli
gious traditions have it John Bunyan’s wonderfully constructed story, The

Pilgrim's Progress, can stand aside al-Farabi’s vision of the ‘Virtuous City’, 
and both would appeal to the same desire for uplift, certainty, and a way 
out of an impossible present. They remain products of a nostalgic, even 
romantic, yearning and besides being works of literature or philosophy 
have little further practical consequence. But nostalgia can be a powerful 
force and, in time, can even be turned to quite dangerous ends. All ‘funda
mentalisms’ are, in one way or another, an exercise in nostalgia. They claim 
to represent the essence, the kernel, the undivided truth of the idea or the 
religion, and they promise their adherents a pathway towards certainty 
and fulfilment. Once in power, all fundamentalists revert to type. Their 
claims that they can forge a new purpose for mankind and construct a 
system where the individual and society can grow and prosper invariably 
fail. A new tyranny arises as the early promise degenerates into a greedy 
monopoly on power or, worse, descends into chaos and a free-for-all.

All these factors have come together in the global preoccupation about 
Islam. Ever since the Iranian Revolution of 1979, Islam has been at the
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centre of the world’s concerns. The fixation on Islam became even more
pronounced after the attacks of 11 September 2001. The religion, the 
cultures, the civilization of Islam, Muslim nations and peoples, all became 
the subject of intensive exploration and probing by a huge array of analysts, 
from the most thoughtful to the most incendiary, from the most illustrious 
to the most obscure, from the most sympathetic to the most bigoted. Islam 
seemed to offer the perfect laboratory specimen for exploring what were 
essentially the concerns and preoccupations of others. The general tenor 
has been one of profound bias against Islam. The retort, on the part of 
those who supported the legacy of Islam, has been mainly defensive and 
apologetic. An important minority on both sides of the divide has been 
openly antagonistic. Every incident of terrorist violence has been magnified 
by some as a clear indicator of the malevolence that lies at the heart of
Islam; every provocative newspaper headline has been pounced on as an 
example of the West’s irredeemable hatred for Islam.

The crisis in Islamic civilization arises partly from the fact that it has 
been thwarted from demarcating its own pathways into contemporary life. 
The western mould of modernity has been superimposed on its world 
view, and Islam has been unable to relate to the modern world except 
through this awkward and often painfully alien framework. But Islam as a 
religion - or even as the remnant of a world civilization - has never 
surrendered wholly to the demands of a de-sacralized world of modernity. 
A rearguard action of resistance to the claims of secular modernity has
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waxed and waned over the past two centuries. Rulers over Muslims may 
behave atrociously, continuing the venerable traditions of misrule, 
violence and corruption that have plagued the Islamic world for most of 
its history. But the echoes of ‘what could be’ still reverberate among the 
multitude — and even among some of the elite.

The unease as to where Islamic civilization is heading, or is being pushed, 
provides the underpinnings for the stream of projects to ‘reform’ or ‘revi
talize’ Islam. These have continued uninterrupted from the early nineteenth 
century to the present day. They have all relied on a reinventing of Islam by 
secularizing, liberalizing, historicizing or radicalizing Muslims’ under
standing of their religion. All these schemes have so far failed to stop the 
erosion of the vitality of Islamic civilization. One can only conclude, there
fore, that individual and societal regeneration in Islam has either passed the 
point of no return or that its roots must be sought elsewhere than in the 
prescriptions of Islam’s would-be reformers. What the reformers or critics 
of Islam foiled to acknowledge is that the spiritual dimension of Islam 
has imbued the entirety of its civilization. Almost by definition, therefore, 
any starting point for revitalizing the world of Islam must begin with 
Muslims’ connection with the transcendent reality which lies at the heart of 
the message of Islam. Regaining knowledge of the sacred is an essential 
requirement for this.

The Individual in Islam

Within this interpretation of the world view of Islam, the purpose of all 
knowledge must be to seek, find and affirm the divine basis of all right- 
thinking and right acting. The sharp dichotomy between the sacred and the 
profane - ‘Render unto Caesar the things which are Caesar’s, and unto God 
the things that are God’s’ - does not hold in Islam, if it despiritualizes the 
foundations of both individual and collective action. Rather than be sepa
rate, Islam requires that the two be reconciled. Otherwise, the teachings of 
Islam affirm, mankind would be denying the source of its vitality, and 
would be in a state of perpetual warfare with what ultimately sustains 
mankind’s existence. Mankind’s first order of duty must be to acknowledge, 
openly and freely, the basic principle which underpins its very existence. 
This has nothing to do with saving souls, redeeming sins or rejecting gross 
material existence. The Quranic text never ceases to admonish and remind 
mankind that its submission to the decrees of God must form the bedrock 
of any permanent, and permanently valid, ethic of being and action - a

personal ethic as well as the basis for public organization. This is the starting 
point for all authoritative renderings of Islam, and it has survived the vicis
situdes of time and place. It can brook no compromise. All authentic tradi
tions of Islam carry this imprint, as they must.

It is in this sense that Islam departs from the mainstream of modern 
constructs of the individual and of the group. In classical Islamic doctrine, 
the problem of the nature of the individual as an autonomous entity 
endowed with free will simply does not arise outside the context of the indi
vidual’s ultimate dependence on God. The Arabic word for ‘individual’ — 
al-fard - does not have the commonly understood implication of a 
purposeful being, imbued with the power of rational choice. Rather, the 
term carries the connotation of singularity, aloofness or solitariness. 
The power of choice and will granted to the individual is more to do with 
the fact of acquiring these from God, at the point of a specific action or 
decision - the so-called iktisab - rather than the powers themselves which 
are not innate to natural freedoms or rights. Al-fard is usually applied as one 
of the attributes of supreme being, in the sense of an inimitable uniqueness. 
It is usually grouped with others of God’s attributes (such as in the formula 
al-Wahid, al-Ahad, al-Fard, al-Samad: The One in essence, state and being,
and the everlasting), to establish the absolute transcendence of the divine 
essence. Man is simply unable to acquire any of these essential attributes. 
Therefore to claim the right and the possibility of autonomous action 
without reference to the source of these in God is an affront, and is discour
teous to the terms of the relationship between the human being and God. 
The entire edifice of individual rights derived from the natural state of 
the individual or through a secular ethical or political theory is alien to the 
structure of Islamic reasoning. The individual has a reality, but this is
contingent upon a greater reality.

None of the free-thinkin;II schools in classical Islam — such as the
Mu’tazila - could ever entertain the idea of breaking the God—Man 
relationship and the validity of revelation, in spite of their espousal of a
rationalist philosophy. Man’s ability to reason independently and to ascer
tain right from wrong - and therefore lay claim to autonomous action — is 
ultimately derived from the imperative that God acts justly and does so by
empowering Man with the faculty of reason. One cannot eliminate God 
from the equation.

Latter-day thinkers such as the Franco-Algerian deconstructionist 
philosopher Muhammad Arkoun have raised the possibility of an alterna
tive Islamic reasoning which could lead to an unravelling of dogmatic
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orthodoxies and the adoption by Muslims of what he calls ‘the unthought- 
of and the unthinkable’. Presumably this would include accepting and 
adopting western notions of the individual, culture and rights. Even so, the 
bedrock of any Islamic sensibility must be the textual certainty of the 
Quran as the unaltered and unalterable word of God. Irrespective of how it 
is read or interpreted, the Quran necessarily introduces the divine into the 
actions and choices of human beings.

The God-Centred Community

At another level, the contemporary Arabic word for society (al- 
Mujtama'a) is a recent construct and was not used with the same sense in 
the pre-modern period. It is a composite word, invented to accommodate 
an understanding of the modern, western notion of society. In fact the 
Quranic term for ‘community’ — Umma — has often been used in juxtapo
sition with the term for ‘societ/, implying (as it does) a community of 
believers. But here again, the term has nuances which go beyond the mere 
sense of ‘grouping of people’. The Quran refers to the prophet Abraham as 
being an Umma in himself, in a clear allusion to the possibility of there 

an identity between a community of believers and an individual,
perfected person. In Islam, the individual generates from within the 
virtues of the community, and vice versa. So there is a continuum between 
the individual and the group, with little possibility of ethical atomization 
at the individual level or an oppressive conformity at the group level. The 
purpose of the righteous collective (and the individual) Umma is one 
which ‘enjoins the Good and shuns the Unlawful’. This, of course, is the 
ideal. The reality is frequently perversely different, as when the moral 
police in Saudi Arabia and Iran go about their petty harassments under the 
banner of ‘enjoining the good and shunning the unlawful’. Nevertheless, 
the ideal has not been erased from the consciousness of Muslims.

In the language of Islam, the simple affirmation La Hawla wa La 
Quwatta ilia Billah (‘there is no [independent] power or strength except 
from Allah’) basically determines the parameters by which actions and 
decisions have to be measured. For Muslims, there is no escaping the 
consequence of such a declaration. It defines the individual immediately, 
governs his or her actions, and, equally critically, sets the boundaries and 
limits to the legitimate form and direction of such actions. Any collective 
of such individuals must follow along these very same principles. There 
can be no deviation from this affirmation and no let-up. This brings us to

the notion of Tawhid, the spiritual mechanism by which individuals and 
society can function in an integral manner by referring all action to a 
higher principle.

A root principle in the world view of Islam is that no individual or social 
group, if it seeks harmony and justice, can assume the absolute power to 
determine its own ethical standards of conduct. The operative phrase here 
is the qualification regarding harmony and justice. There are any number 
of ethical models and norms of morality and moral conduct which do not 
seek their justification in anything but reason, utility, personal desire or 
natural rights. But Islam would venture that these cannot but be unstable. 
They lead to an incessant struggle between what is already established and 
alternatives seeking its overthrow and the establishment of a new ascen
dancy. An ethical system of dynamic stability and justice must derive its 
coordinates from outside itself. Life must derive from the ‘life-giver’ 
(al-Hayy); power, from the ‘power-giver’ (al-Qadir); and knowledge from 
the‘knowledge-giver’ (al-'Alim). Only then can individuals and groups be 
guided and constrained by the only permanently legitimate form of 
authority.

It becomes clear now that the claim for absolute autonomy for man in 
the design of his moral universe is in itself an invalid and false claim within 
the framework of Islamic reasoning. However, Islam would reject the 
notion that human dignity is in any way diminished or compromised 
when one acknowledges the absolute as the source of authority; rather, this 
bestows dignity on humans and ennobles their actions: they are the 
actions of inspired beings, not of beings who move on the shifting sands 
of moral relativism. Certainty constrained by the permissible is the only 
way of correct action for individuals and societies. Once God’s authority is 
established as the indispensable source for the ethical organization of 
human affairs, individuals and societies begin to follow a different trajec
tory for their development. It is clear of course that in only very brief 
instances in human history - if ever - has this imperative of total submis
sion to an absolute moral arbiter directed individuals and societies. But
this remains the ideal, even if it is flaunted in practice. This condition has 
nothing to do with a so-called theocratic, or even a religiously inspired, 
society. Such societies, more often than not, surrender power to a priestly 
class which uses an elaborate theology to justify the all-too-human basis of 
its order. But it has everything to do with a virtuous society in which indi
vidual action is built on a profoundly ethical foundation, derived from 
absolute moral archetypes.
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This necessarily brings us to a problematic and frequently contentious 
issue, which has bedevilled Islamic history even in modern times: how can 
ethical designs and commands, which are anchored in Islam’s affirmation 
of man’s dependency on God, be reliably transmitted? How is one to deter
mine truth and authenticity? God cannot be known directly. It is a feature 
of dependency that the dependant is always in a subordinate role. But 
there cannot be a value system determined by God if there is no reliable 
way of understanding its decrees and rules of conduct and action.

Islam postulates two essential ways of comprehending the divine plan. 
The first is based on reason. Man uses his intellectual resources to under
stand and then utilize God’s decrees, so as to establish a moral order which
will guide individuals and order societies. In many ways, though, a reason
based method cannot be valid at all times. In itself, it would be subject to 
varying interpretations determined by historical, social and cultural 
contexts. While there may be alternative readings of the divine text, there 
are nevertheless limits beyond which Islam will not acknowledge a purely 
reason-based outcome. First principles are immutable. Murder will always 
be murder; theft will always be theft. There is no room for relativism in the 
acceptance of first principles. Even schools within Islam that appear to 
acknowledge the validity of a reason-based argument in generating new 
understandings or interpretations of divine commands narrowly circum
scribe the ambit in which such reasoning is allowed free play.

The second way of understanding the divine plan is through what has 
been called the revelatory experience, or prophecy. In this construct, God 
encompasses all of existence. The signs of God are disclosed to man in 
endless forms and manners, both measurable and immeasurable. It is
essential therefore for man to have a reliable and true method of compre
hending and interpreting the signs which emanate from this reality. The 
purpose of prophecy is to provide this indispensable medium for under
standing the ways of God. In the Quran, God has chosen thousands of 
prophets to act as the bearers of this knowledge; some are known, such as 
Abraham, Moses, Jesus and Muhammad. Others are not. The Quran priv
ileges some prophets over others, but they all fulfil the essential function 
of being reliable and trustworthy bearers of the truth to their own people 
and to mankind at large.

Most ethical systems which purport to rely on the sacred fall down at this 
point. The need for an intermediary to carry the signs and signals which 
allow the individual and society to relate to the absolute raises the thorny 
issue of what is a true, reliable and effective medium. In short, how does man
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know that the medium through which such an approach will be made is 
authentic? Ultimately, the purpose of all religions is to make intelligible 
the ways of God at the human level, but all religions have shown signs of 
deviation and atrophy; they become veils which actually hide the way to God.

Nevertheless, at the core of all great traditions of knowledge and 
wisdom is a frame for reaching a true cognition of the decrees of God. This 
frame relies on the existence of a perfected human being, who acts as a 
conduit for receiving and transmitting truthfully the message of being 
and of existence, and who realizes and confirms, in his or her person, the 
unfolding of the virtuous way. Such a person becomes the ideal model of 
behaviour and conduct, and is the standard by which actions, intentions 
and states are to be judged. The prophetic model establishes its authen
ticity in a variety of ways, but none more potent than when the model is 
accompanied by inspirations drawn from revelatory experiences. These 
form the basis of the textual record of the revelatory experience and 
confirm its authenticity. In this manner, the sayings and conduct of the 
Prophet Muhammad become the idealized form from which an ethically 
inspired life can be derived.

The last factor necessary to complete the framework of a God-based and 
timeless ethical system in Islam is the assertion that human virtues cannot 
exist in isolation from their roots in the attributes of God. Thus the panoply 
of human virtues - generosity, compassion, justice, clemency and so on — 
must trace their origin to the divine Oneness, where their essences are to be 
found. The meanings which infuse creation and all creative acts must relate 
to each other as well as to their origin. There are no human virtues as such. 
As one of Islam’s greatest moralists, the Andalusian Ibn Hazm, wrote in the 
eleventh century,

If you study the laws that regulate human nature and the development 
of different characters according to the mixture of elements rooted in 
their souls, you will surely become convinced that you have no merit 
from your own virtues, that they are only gifts from the Almighty .. . 
You should replace the pride that you take in your own virtues with acts 
of grace towards the one who gave them to you .. .4

Modernity and Islam

These basic principles of human and social organization have always been 
affirmed within the context of the world view of Islam. The interjection of
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the divine in the ordering of human relationships continues to waft over 
the world of Islam - even if it is no more than the use of the ubiquitous 
inshallah (‘God’s will’) that accompanies any Muslim’s discussion of the 
future. This notion has yet to be reduced to a figure of speech devoid of 
any positive statement about the world. Muslims, however, have been 
prone to assume that the virtuous community did indeed exist in the pris
tine world of early Islam, and to some extent human affairs have been seen 
in terms of the extent to which mankind has strayed from these founding 
principles. The contemporary Muslim world is, almost universally, 
contrasted unfavourably with the world of early Islam. This contributes to 
the prevailing sense of moral inadequacy that permeates Muslim societies 
whenever they are compared to the Medina of the Prophet and early 
caliphs.

Modem western society assumes a priori that this world view can and 
should change. The permissibility of change and the terms of such change 
become the battlefield between the traditional and the modem. The 
conflict between religious societies and avowedly secular ones has also been 
described in these terms, but this division is false. Overtly religious societies 
are not necessarily synonymous with traditional societies in their concern 
for the transcendent. Their claims are frequently based on the partial use of 
a historical narrative or on the selective and incomplete reliance on a holy 
text. More often than not, they degenerate into dogmatism and then 
tyranny, caricaturing in their action their own lofty principles.

Islamic society and individual moral conduct have moved away from 
reliance on the fundamentals of the revelatory experience and the example 
of the prophetic model. In a number of Muslim countries, a dogmatic 
scientism has driven the sense of the sacred away from private and 
public consciousness. Even in apparently traditional societies which have 
survived into the twenty-first century, including those which explicitly 
acknowledge the extra-human bases of morality and ethics, a similar 
condition prevails. The accretion of alienating religious dogma and the 
gradual distancing of the spiritual from the quotidian experience of 
Muslims have led to a similar moral alienation in those societies which 
claim continuity with, and allegiance to, a traditional moral order. They 
have all been infected with a modernity which does not recognize the 
sacred in practice, but such societies nevertheless maintain the fiction that 
they do. The petrodollar states of the Arab Middle East are a case in point. 
The result is not schizophrenia, but open hypocrisy between what people 
feign to believe and what they actually do believe.

The Islamic criticism of modern societies relates partly to the gradual 
erosion of the fundamental moral bases of individuals and societies and to 
their replacement by a relativism that allows for a crude utilitarianism and 
mindless consumerism. The manufacture of wants and desires, with little 
understanding of the true function of happiness - in particular, the absolute 
requirement that it should be shaped towards a meaningful end — has impris
oned the human self in its lowest common denominator. The self cannot 
break out of its self-made prison and is caught in a vicious cycle which 
condemns it to an incessant clamour for gratification. The function of the 
collective becomes one that seeks to assuage these desires, while at the same 
time developing the demand for newer desires. The engine — what the polit
ical philosopher Bertrand de Jouvenel termed ‘the Minotaur’ — crushes all in 
its path, and at the edge reduces human beings to machines of consumption.5 
A coarsening of the human condition prevails, even though it might be 
accompanied by a glittering materialism. Fear and anxiety, violence and 
aggression, are the obverse to the modem ethics of desires rooted in the 
material, as the individual and, more broadly, societies contemplate the 
possibility of losing the means by which their desires are to be gratified.

Islam’s retort to this type of modernity does not, on the surface, appear 
to be much different from the arguments of all anti-modernists, including 
large swathes of the intelligentsia in the western world itself, as well as 
in other non-Muslim traditional societies. How does this reaction differ, 
one may well ask, from the moral conservatism of the Catholic church, the 
European New Right, the modem advocates of an ethics of virtues such 
as the philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre, or the neo-Confucianism of the 
proponents of ‘Asian values’? The Russian writer and Nobel laureate, 
Alexander Solzhenitsyn, presaged many of these concerns in his celebrated 
1978 commencement address at Harvard University, entitled ‘A World Split 
Apart’.

The concerns of Islam are not too different, it is true, but Islam is, theo
retically, the only force which can move beyond the polemical into the realm 
of the political, through its explicit connection with states and govern
ments, and thus with power. It can therefore create the circumstances to 
propose and even go down an alternative route into modernity. There are 
dozens of nation-states which claim, one way or another, to be guided by 
Islam. These states could be active in defining other forms of modernity but 
there are few signs that anything like this has been taking place.

However, most if not all Muslim societies appear to have surrendered to 
the imperatives of the modem world, if not at the political level then at least
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at the economic and, increasingly, cultural levels. Within Muslim societies 
this process has gone furthest in the Arabic world, leading to a frightening 
bifurcation in the minds of people and engendering the extremes of garish 
opulence for the few and a destructive nihilism which affects a large number
of disenchanted youth. There is no easy method to halt what appears to be 
an irreversible trend towards a permanent disjunction between the sacred 
and the profane.

The Rejection and Acceptance of the Unseen

Within the ambit of Islam’s world view, modernity and its fragmented 
successors are all seen to be part of the spectrum which is anchored in a 
formal rejection of the unseen as the basis for any moral order. But the 
issue is not simply one of confrontation between the modern mind and a 
grab bag of revolutionary states, global terrorists and religious revivalists. 
The fact that mankind ignores, claims to refute, or ridicules the validity of 
moral absolutes, does not detract from their essential truth. Or at least that 
is what the traditions of Islam postulate. Whatever the outcome of a 
conscious rejection of this order, it does not affect the permanent existence 
of an alternative, more valid, order. In this regard, mankind receives its just 
rewards by failing to adhere to the principles of right living. Man’s progress 
towards the ultimate good can only be advanced through a correct intern 
action with the decrees of God. Felicity is an outcome determined by a 
correct interaction with these decrees.

The person who focuses on the unseen must also engage with the here 
and now. There have been centuries of human civilization whose axis has 
been other than the sacred. Notions of ‘progress’, ‘modernity’, ‘scientific 
advance’, carry different meanings for those who continue to maintain a 
sense of the sacred. If societies and civilizations are to reflect a renewed
sense of the sacred, their values must be radically rethought in accordance 
with a new sense of priorities in the organization of human affairs. This, 
of course, would apply in particular to Muslim societies, which continue 
to claim a loyalty to, and inspiration from, the Quran and the example of 
the Prophet.

It is not that Islamic civilization or cultures have reflected an abiding 
concern with other-worldliness. This is manifestly untrue. The concern of 
their rulers and elites has not been much different in substance to the 
concerns pertaining in other civilizations. Power and control, conquest and 
aggrandisement, the history of Muslims is littered with tyrants and despots.

But the personal, and to some extent the social, spheres, have remained 
outside the ravages of the ruler’s span of control. Islam’s spiritual landscape 
has continued to be firmly based on a God-centred perspective of the 
cosmos, without serious disruption by either temporal or religious powers. 
Knowledge of the transcendent has informed the lives of the multitudes in 
spite of the general tolerance shown for libertines and free-thinkers in the 
history of Islam. The power of the mystical Sufi orders or tariqas and the 
spiritualized world of Imariii Shi’ism ensured the centrality of the sacred
in the private lives of people. Intra-religious wars within Islam were never 
as pronounced as they were in the history of the West. There is no Islamic 
equivalent to the Thirty Years War, at least in terms of its violence and dura
tion, or to the long-drawn-out struggles of the Reformation and Counter
Reformation. The Mihna, a form of inquisition during the Abbasid period, 
were hardly occasions for mass slaughter, and where that did happen, as in 
Tamerlane’s conquests of recalcitrant Muslim lands (Tamerlane himself was 
a Muslim), it was due to marauding armies rather than campaigns against
schismatics or sectarians.

The closest thing, perhaps, to mass killings over a prolonged period were 
the successful campaigns in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries to 
establish Shia Islam as the formal religion of Iran and the uprooting of the 
Fatimi Ismaili dynasty in twelfth-century Egypt by Saladin and his succes
sors (which was accompanied by much less violence). Islam has had its 
share of terrorists arid assassins - the latter are in fact a corruption of the 
dreaded ‘ hos/iashin’, an Ismaili sub-sect active in the twelfth and thirteenth
centuries, but these were well outside the core beliefs of Islam. The imposi
tion of‘orthodoxies’ of whatever variety was not generally accompanied by 
coercion and mass killings. The recourse to the burning stake or to the 
gibbet was not an acceptable option in the tussle between various religious 
schools, aided perhaps by the absence of any formal ‘church’ in Islam. 
(Rulers, of course, liberally used the executioner’s sword when their powers 
were challenged.) Nevertheless, Islamic history does have its share of 
controversial executions of the unorthodox - such as the medieval mystics 
Husayn ibn Mansur Hallaj and ‘Ayn ul-Qudat and, more recently and in the 
same vein, the Sudanese reformer Mahmoud Muhammad Taha.

Writers as diverse as the great medieval theologian al-Ghazzali (known 
as Algazel in the West) may have bemoaned the Muslim’s loss of spiritual 
bearing, but they never despaired of their potential for reform or return to 
the ‘true path’. Islam had its atheists - the Dahriyuun - as well as its 
doubters and sceptics, but none could break through the ramparts of
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belief (iman), inside which the vast majority of Muslims resided - and still 
do. Hope and salvation, both temporal and other-worldly, continued to be 
seen in the context of the spiritual architecture of Islam and not outside it. 
There was no Renaissance or Enlightenment in Islam, simply because its 
trajectory was different from that of the West. There was no need or 
requirement to dethrone its perspective on the created universe and on 
mankind, because it was seen and believed to be true and real. The cosmos
was held by the ‘breath of the all-merciful’; the revelatory experience of 
Prophet Muhammad was authentic and veracious; the textual base of the 
Quran was undoubtedly the word of God. Homo Islamicus, at least in the 
pre-modern period, was defined by the person’s implicit trust in a divine 
order, mediated at the human level through prophethood. The ordering of 
daily lives was built on this bedrock of certainty; on belief in an invariant 
scale of right and wrong, in spite of the dishonesty of individuals, the 
injustices of society and the capriciousness of rulers. Not fatalism, but the 
sure knowledge that the inevitable divine justice would prevail. The indi
vidual who combined the sacred and the profane in his or her person may 
not have existed in an idealized form, but homo Islamicus was as close a 

investment. The list is almost endless and all-encompassing. A new world 
was perched uneasily on the partial ruins of the old. Muslims would not 
quite abandon the past, nor quite embrace the future. Their confidence 
crumbled as they reflected on what they had been and what had become 
of them. No wonder many thought that they had been abandoned by God.

As Iqbal wrote, in grief, while surveying this forlorn landscape:

All we had lived for was to battle; we bore the troubles that came, 
And we laid down our lives for the glory of Your Name.
We never used our strength to conquer or extend domain,
Would we have played with our lives for nothing but worldly gain?
If our people had run after earth's goods and gold, 
Need they have smashed idols, and not idols sold?6

Why on earth would anyone question and, heaven forbid, jettison this 
certain form of knowledge for a lesser and ephemeral vision? Why indeed? 
But this is what has undeniably happened.

copy of this as possible, at least in Islam’s self-definition.
However, the world view of Islam began to be seriously eroded in the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. This was not only because of the 
retreats of the Muslim empires of the period (Mughal, Persian and 
Ottoman) in the face of unrelenting pressures from the economically, mili
tarily and technologically more advanced European powers, but, equally 
importantly, because of the inability of the religious, political and adminis
trative classes to see the crisis affecting Islamic civilization in any way except 
as the loss of power or weakening of religious dogma. The divisions within 
the Islamic world quickly hardened, pitching traditionalists against 
modernists, secularists versus revivalists. The pattern repeated itself from 
Morocco in the west to Java in the east

The idea of the nation-state, which arose particularly in the nineteenth 
century, challenged the Islamic political entity. Sultanate and caliphate 
were contested by political parties and by the modern military castes. 
Imama or rulership faced elected assemblies and notions of ‘popular 
sovereignty’. Extended families were threatened by shifting economic 
foundations and women’s rights. The power of the judges who ruled by 
Sharia had to concede to the new canons of secular civil and criminal law. 
The open marketplaces of bazaars, artisanship and traditional exchange 
patterns gave way to the corporation, interest-based finance and foreign
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CHAPTER 1

Tearing the Fabric

versions of the decline of Islam connect it to the fall of Baghdad to the 
Mongols in the thirteenth century: a discredited thesis, but one which still 
colours the popular imagination. What it lacks in historical veracity it 
makes up with the sheer drama of the end of the Abbasid Caliphate. It also 
perpetrates the dangerously deceptive conflation of Islam with the Arabs, 
ignoring the continuing vitality of the post-Abbasid empires and states 
based in Iran, Central Asia, North India and, of course, the Ottoman 
world. A universal consensus has evolved, however, to the effect that

The rain cloud of adversity is spreading over their heads [Muslims]. 
Calamity is showing itself.
Inauspiciousness is hovering behind and in front. From left and right is coming 
the cry; "Who were you yesterday, and what have you become today! Just now 
you were awake, and now you have gone to sleep!1

Prologue to the Musaddas of the Indian Muslim poet, Hali, 
first published in 1879, on The Ebb and Flow of Islam 

(TRANSLATED BY CHRISTOPHER SHACKLE AND JAVED MAJEED, OXFORD UNIVERSITY PRESS, DELHI, 1997), p. 103.

What marks the decline or end of civilization? It is clear that certain civi-
lizations and cultures have irretrievably disappeared from the passage of 
human history. The Meso-American civilizations of the Maya are a case in 
point. They collapsed, leaving monuments to their former glory but little 
else besides.1 Carthage was physically erased from existence by the puni
tive acts of a pitiless Rome - "Carthago delenda esf, said Cato the Elder, and 
he meant it.2 Most distinct civilizations, however, are either absorbed into
more successful ones — frequently through conquest — or continue with 
their distinct patterns but in a greatly weakened or submissive state.

The Retreat of Islamic Civilization

The apparent decline of Islamic civilization has been grist for the histo
rians’ mill for over three hundred years, yet without any satisfactory and 
definitive conclusions as to its extent, causes, and prospects. The early

Islamic civilization has been in decline since the seventeenth century and 
that the community of the ‘World of Islam’ — the huge hemispheric 
‘Islamicate’ space3 - has been under serious assault, both from within and 
without. The patterns of unity that marked this universe appear to have 
broken up, leaving powerful collective memories of what had been — 
imagined or otherwise.

Will the civilization of Islam ever be capable of regeneration in the form 
and extent of its past? Is this a dangerous nostalgia which could descend 
into an irascible sullenness - or, worse, into violence and terror? Islamic 
civilization has occupied a critical and commanding position in world 
history. However, the redefinition of the world according to the norms of 
modernity and the huge technological, cultural, military and economic 
power of the West, centred as it is around the United States, and increas
ingly also of East Asia, have consigned it to an essentially subordinate — and 
even meaningless - role. Islam, even on its own terms, appears to be at odds 
with the rest of the modem world. A once distinguished historian of 
Islamic civilization has ended up by treating the subject of his life-long 
studies as a form of tranquilizing drug, ‘bringing comfort and peace of 
mind to countless millions’, but little else besides — to relieve unrelenting 
poverty and underachievement.4 At best, Islam is damned with faint praise 
which accentuates its marginalization and irrelevance.

This is not the only depiction of Islam. There are by now a large number 
of apologists who argue for Islam’s compatibility with the modern world. 
They include Muslims and non-Muslims, scholars and laymen. Their 
musings are driven by a desire to make Islam fit into the shoe of moder
nity and into the world of universal human and democratic rights.

Both these attitudes can trace their lineage to similar debates, which 
have been raging ever since Islamic civilization moved from being the 
dangerous ‘Other’ to falling into the sphere of control of the European 
powers. There is a remarkable resonance between the spirited clashes 
of the nineteenth century among Islam’s defenders and detractors and



24 The Crisis of Islamic Civilization
Tearing the Fabric 25

what is taking place now between proponents of the permanent ascen
dancy of the West as the engine of world history and those who believe 
in the potential of Islamic civilization to revitalize itself, regain its confi
dence and assert its vision on mankind. Now that Islam is once again the 
dangerous ‘Other’, the outcome of these debates can have momentous 
consequences.

These issues first broke into the public arena in the nineteenth century, as 
the European powers’ hold on the Islamic world consolidated. European 
encroachments into Muslim territory had begun well before this period, but 
the protagonists were not primarily states but commercial companies with 
special, often monopoly, charters. Companies such as the English East India 
Company, founded in 1600, or the Dutch United East Indies Company 
(VOC), which was established in 1602, were also authorized to wage war 
and negotiate treaties. As these companies sought to dominate the trade in 
spices and other commodities and goods from territories ruled by Muslims, 
they encountered the first signs of popular resistance. In Java, a rebellion 
against the Dutch VOC company broke out in 1670, led by the charismatic 
Sufi Sheikh Yusuf al-Maqassari. Bom into a noble family from the Celebes, 
he departed for Mecca when he was eighteen, to pursue his religious educa
tion. He was initiated into a number of Sufi orders and returned to become 
a teacher and spiritual guide (as well as son-in-law) to the Sultan of Banten 
in Java.5 The rebellion was finally put down in 1683, whereupon Sheikh 
Yusuf at the age of sixty-eight was exiled to the Cape colony, which was also 
run by the Dutch East Indies Company. The few years that Sheikh Yusuf 
spent in the Cape colony before his death in 1699 left a lasting mark on the 
course of Islam in South Africa. His burial place in the Cape became a much 
visited shrine for the Muslims of South Africa.

But the age of the European commercial company brandishing a royal 
monopoly charter and acting as the vanguard of the penetration of Muslim 
lands did not last beyond the nineteenth century. It was now the turn of 
nation-states to dominate as imperial powers. The periphery of the Islamic
world came under attack first. France launched its North African empire 
with the capture of Algiers in 1830, sparking a decades-long struggle 
against strong local resistance led by the towering figure of the Emir Abd

administered most of India. Britain added Egypt to its dominion over 
Islamic lands in 1882. By the end of the nineteenth century, entire swathes 
of Muslim territory fell under European control, leaving only a shrinking 
Ottoman Empire and the Qajar dynasty in Iran as much diminished states. 
By the end of the First World War, what remained of that rump became 
reduced even further, as the Ottoman Empire - for long the pride of 
Muslim power - was broken up into an array of successor states in the Arab 
Middle East and Turkey. Islamic civilization, which had nearly always been 
coeval with rule by Muslims over Muslims, had to contend with a drasti
cally changed world order.

In earlier times, when Muslims came under the control of non-Muslim 
powers, the outcome was, more often than not, mass expulsions and an 
early form of ‘ethnic cleansing’. The experience of Muslims in Spain after 
the fall of Granada in 1492 is a case in point.6 The retreat of Ottoman 
power in the Balkans is another example where displacement and expulsion 
of long-settled Muslim populations was a concomitant of the establish
ment of nation-states in the former Balkan territories of the empire.7 
However, the crisis that affected the Muslim self-image as a result of 
the imperial invasions and intrusions of the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries was of a qualitatively different nature. The incoming powers 
sought economic and political dominion and dispossessed and displaced 
large numbers of people in the process. But in only a few instances was 
there a concerted effort to replace the indigenous population through colo
nial settlements, or an ethnically or religiously motivated plan to denude 
the area of its Muslim population. That would come later. The projection 
of European imperial power in an almost effortless demonstration of its 
superiority in military, technical, material, organizational and governance 
matters challenged the core assumptions that underlay the world view of 
Islam. Nearly all contemporary Muslim observers of the unfolding drama 
of European conquest and expansion would bemoan the huge chasm 
which had opened between the capabilities of the two civilizations and the 
helplessness of Islam in front of the European juggernaut. As one would-be 
reformer wrote in 1879:

el-Qadir. In 1858, following the savage repression of a widespread insurrec
tion against British encroachments, Britain finally imposed its direct impe
rial authority over India, displacing centuries of Muslim control - even 
though mainly titular - over large parts of the sub-continent. The British 
government also abolished the East India Company, which had directly 

0, Sons of the East, don’t you know that the power of the Westerners 
and their domination over you came about through their advance in 
learning and education, and your decline in these domains? ... Are you 
satisfied after your past achievements ... to remain in that wretched 
state into which you were plunged by ignorance and error?8



26 The Crisis of Islamic Civilization
Tearing the Fabric 27

Missing the Danger Signals

The failure of Muslim rulers and societies to address the twin threats of 
growing European imperial power and the advent of modernity has exacer
bated the Islamic crisis. At one level, this was prompted by the unwillingness 
of a long-dominant civilization, which had been confident of its superior 
worth, to engage with what it considered a lesser form. This is certainly the 
perspective of those who see Islam as engaged in a millennium-long struggle 
with other civilizations - in particular with Christendom - when, for most 
of the time, Islamic civilization was ascendant. The sense that Islamic civi
lization could learn anything of consequence from such cultures - until then 
considered marginal - was preposterous. The religion of Islam had been 
perfected, and Muslims, as long as they remained faithful to Islam’s precepts, 
would ensure their victory in this world and the next

At another level, this failure has more to do with the unprecedented rate 
at which the technical and scientific advances in the West developed after 
the seventeenth century; they created an almost unbridgeable ‘technolog
ical gap’ between the West and the Muslim empires of the pre-modern 
period. The adoption of the techniques of modern warfare and adminis
trative organization by the Muslim empires of the era, mainly for defen
sive reasons, simply could not keep pace with the changes taking place in 
the West. It was almost inevitable that the confrontation, when it occurred,
would be one-sided. Islamic civilization had perfected itself within its own 
realm and did not have the attributes necessary to confront a civilization 
organized along unfamiliar, and ultimately more dynamic, principles.

Of course, these arguments cannot be conclusive. Their starting pomt 
has mainly been an occidental framework leading to conclusions which 
are not shared by those whose conceptual basis is different. Another 
perspective is that of the West’s overt proselytizers, be they religiously or 
racially inspired or simply intoxicated by the very success of western civi
lization. The much maligned orientalists of the nineteenth and twentieth 
century fit partly into this category, although it is not too clear how far 
they were motivated by their supposed role as imperialism’s apologists and 
handmaidens. Muslim thinkers have understandably viewed the causes of 
their own decline from a different perspective, but they were certainly 
affected by the torrent of analyses of their civilization emanating from the 
metropolises of imperial power.

In all of these variants of the question ‘What went wrong?’ few have stood 
back to assess the failure of large parts of the Islamic world to recognize the

danger signals. The initial threat came from the West as well as from the 
territorial expansion of the Tsarist state. It arrived imperceptibly and took 
Islam completely unawares. Islam did not face much of a menace from 
Hinduism, Confucianism or Buddhism. China had been inward-looking for 
centuries. Japan was an insular power and had effectively cut itself off until
the arrival of Commodore Perry’s flotilla of‘Black Ships’ in 1853, in Tokyo 
Bay. The warships had been dispatched by President Fillmore as a show of 
force, with a demand that Japan open itself up to international trade. In 
most of India, Hinduism had been subordinate to the primacy of Muslim 
rule. Muslim travellers and diplomats in the West could not quite translate 
what they saw and experienced into an urgent clarion call to action. And, 
when the threat finally began to reach home - through military defeats, 
superior western technical and organizational skills, or seizure of markets by 
western manufactured goods - it was never recognized for what it was until
it was almost too late.

For example, the gradual extension of the reach of the East India 
Company into large parts of India presaged the destruction of Muslim 
power in the sub-continent. But the campaigns of Tippu Sultan, the ruler 
of Mysore, were equally directed against recalcitrant Muslim princes and 
rulers who had made common cause with the company. In his final battle 
against the British in 1799, in the fourth Anglo-Mysore War, in which he 
was killed, Tippu Sultan had to face not only the troops of the company 
but an equally large force raised against him by the Muslim Nizam of 
Hyderabad. The flood of adventurers and land-grabbers into Algeria in the 
1830s and 1840s did not galvanize all of Algeria’s tribes into a common 
front in the face of the menace from foreign colonizers and settlers. Neither 
could these tribes relate the gathering threat to the inclusion of their terri
tories into France’s empire. There was little understanding of the dynamics 
of imperial powers, and the patterns by which their control and dominion 
were achieved were not fully understood by Muslims.

In other instances, the threats were simply ignored because recognizing 
them would have conflicted with one or more of the established centres of
power. So the resistance of the Ottoman elite forces — the Janissaries — to 
wholesale reform and reorganization was partly due to their fears that their 
privileges and unique structures would be abolished. Similarly, the religious 
scholars - or ulema class - in nearly all the nineteenth-century Muslim 
empires refused to countenance the introduction of administrative, educa
tional and legal reforms because that would have undermined their own 
status as guardians over law and education.
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Muslim leaders of command and genius did appear on the scene but 
they were severely mismatched, especially when the European power would 
bring all of its material and organizational resources to bear. Frequently the 
leader of the time would be fighting several battles against his fellow 
Muslim rulers and putative allies as they would neither acknowledge nor 
accept his command, driven as they were by jealousies and fear of loss of 
power and status. Betrayals and double dealings by one’s own people were 
the order of the day in the wars of Emir Abd el-Qadir against the French in 
Algeria (1832-47), or in those of Imam Shamil against the Russians in 
Chechnya and Daghestan (1834-59). This experience would be repeated 
whenever traditional leaders first rose to confront the intruders. In the case 
of Abd el-Qadir in particular, the necessary combination of religious 
authority and military prowess could have provided the prototype for the 
sort of leadership which was needed in order to secure for Islam the space 
for coming to terms with ‘technification’ and its profound implications, 
before European power became irresistible.9

The Resistance of Traditional Islam

The campaigns of Abd el-Qadir (frequently termed jihad) also provide 
tantalizing glimpses into the way particular Muslim societies could have 
slipped into the pathways of modernity on their own terms. Abd el-Qadir 
was not unaware of the material and technical advances of his adversaries. 
He confronted them regularly on the battlefield. In the state he ruled in 
Algeria he did try to introduce the elements of the new technical civiliza
tion, but always in a role subordinate to the Islamic nature of his govern
ment. His was the last generation of those who confronted these challenges 
from an Islamic framework that was not affected or distorted by a super
imposed European imprint.

The overlay of modem western institutions and perspectives necessarily 
changed the state of mind of the next wave of Muslim leaders. This began 
roughly around the mid-nineteenth century. By that time, the effect of 
European ideas, institutions and power began to dominate the world of 
Islam. The prevalent world view of Islam, which Abd el-Qadir and his 
contemporaries held to be true, quickly turned into the ‘traditional’ view 
and, later, into the ‘reactionary’ view as they were rapidly supplanted by 
new frameworks. At its core, this view was based on the twin pillars of 
Sharia law governing outer life and the ethical foundations underpinning 
tariqa Sufism, foundations which provided for social solidarity. The latter

were ubiquitous religious orders that existed throughout the world of 
Sunni Islam, with a rough counterpart provided by the popular piety asso
ciated with the veneration of the Imams in Shia Islam. There were other
forms of popular organization that provided for social cohesion in the 
world of pre-modem Islam. In the setting of Islam’s cities and towns, these 
induded the craft and professional guilds associated with the futtuwa. — or 
chivalric - movements. (In Ottoman Turkey, such guilds were known as 
akhis; in Iran, as the javanmardi.) These also had a profound ethical foun
dation and linked their adherents in a long chain leading back to the early 
spiritual masters of Islam.

The qualities that Abd el-Qadir exhibited during his near twenty-year 
struggle with the French - and, equally importantly, during his imprison
ment in France and exile to Turkey and Syria - were a textbook case for the 
type of inspirational leadership that fitted into the heroic mould of Islamic 
history. In critical times, a leader would emerge who, by military, organiza
tional or political genius, would overcome formidable odds, repel aggressors 
and re-establish justice and order. Saladin had been just such a leader — at 
least in the profane world. His valorous achievements against the crusaders 
had receded from popular memory and had languished for centuries, 
unrecognized, until they were resurrected in the nineteenth century and 
re-entered Muslims’ imagination. In religious terms, it was the person of the 
Mahdi - the Redeemer - who played the role of the one who saved the 
Muslims from oppression and godlessness. The great revolt of the neo- 
Mahdi, Muhammad Ahmad, in the Sudan in 1881, against Anglo-Egyptian 
subjugation was just such a case of heroic leadership which combined the 
religious with the political and military element.

Abd el-Qadir combined several qualities in an epic struggle against the 
might of the French empire, a struggle which was ultimately doomed to 
failure. His extraordinary feats of chivalry became the stuff of legend and
carried into his period of exile. His treatment of his enemies was invari
ably correct and marked by his meticulous observance of the Islamic rules 
of warfare. At one point, he released his French prisoners of war because 
his army did not have sufficient provisions for them. These were the very 
virtues that summed up the prototype of the inspired leader. They were 
undoubtedly rooted in a deep Islamic identity, through which events and 
personalities were filtered and assessed. Abd el-Qadir addressed the French 
not in the idiom of race or nation, but in that of the religion and the civi
lization it nurtured. ‘How do you boast of the power of France without 
knowing the power of Islam? The past centuries are the best witnesses of
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the power of Islam and its victories over its enemies. And we - even 
though we may be weak as you claim - are strong by the grace of the One 
and Only God?10

The response of Imam Shamil, a Sufi sheikh of the Naqshabandi order, 
as he was fighting the Russian incursions into the Caucasus in the same 
period would have been no different. There is some anecdotal evidence 
that Shamil may have met Abd el-Qadir in Mecca during the Hajj (the 
obligatory Muslim pilgrimage to Mecca) of 1825. These two Sufi adepts 
would later lead two of the most celebrated wars of Muslim resistance to 
European advances. Abd el-Qadir was immersed from his earliest youth 
into the Sufi tariqa of his father, Muhyi-el-Din, who was a sheikh of the 
Qadiri order and a follower of the great Andalusian medieval mystic, Ibn 
‘Arabi. The governments that Abd el-Qadir and Shamil established for 
brief interludes, before they were overwhelmed, were all Sharia-based. In 
the Caucasus, the period of Shamil’s state is known as ‘the time of Sharia’. 
There was no other model that they would, or could, have considered.

At the same time, Abd el-Qadir could sense the weaknesses of his society 
and was aware that the struggle might be unsustainable, not only because 
of the military imbalance but also because France embodied the desperate 
challenges of technological and organizational proficiency his world had 
not yet found means to cope with. The truces which he signed with the 
French and which punctuated the war were partly to do with his realiza
tion that the conflict could not, in the long run, work to the advantage of 
Muslims. Above all, time was needed - but it was not forthcoming. With 
his struggle being ended by a combination of extreme French brutality and 
serial betrayals by his allies, Abd el-Qadir opened another chapter, in many 
ways more remarkable, in his life. This phase saw the full flowering of his 
spiritual consciousness.11 He understood that his outer jihad was lost 
because of the fatal weaknesses in his society and because of the absence 
of any tools in its armoury with which to confront the utterly new forces 
it was facing. In many ways, Abd el-Qadir was the last leader of the pre
modern Islamic era who sought to understand and address the challenges 
of the emergent world in terms of Islam’s classical heritage. Until his 
surrender in 1847 to the Due d’Aumale, Abd el-Qadir had spent his entire 
life without any serious exposure to Europeans or European ways, even 
though he had kept abreast of debates in the French Assembly in so far as 
they related to France’s Algerian policies. After that, the Islamic response 
to imperial expansion and to modernity became inflected with the 
creeping modernization of Muslim societies. Even traditionalists - malgrt
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eux mtmes - were unable to frame a world view free from the new para
digms that were sweeping the globe.

Spirituality and Leadership in Islam

Abd el-Qadir’s extraordinary spirituality has been virtually ignored in the 
assessment of his significance as a leader. Nearly all biographies gloss over 
the years of his exile in Turkey and Syria, when he appeared to have made 
an accommodation with the French occupation of Algeria. Historians have 
preferred to concentrate on his role as a military figure and, latterly, as a 
nationalist hero. In fact it was not his careful observance of the outer rules 
of Islamic conduct that was striking. This was the norm of nearly all 
Muslim leaders of the period. Rather, it was his intense spiritual exercises, 
which he conducted in private during his years of campaigning. A chroni
cler of Abd el-Qadir’s wars was L£on Roche, a Frenchman who had feigned 
to convert to Islam in order to join the emir’s entourage. Roche, pretending 
to be asleep, observed Abd el-Qadir at night during a siege of an Algerian 
town in 1838. ‘He was standing there three steps away from me. His two 
arms were raised to the height of his head ... He had come to an ecstatic 
state. His aspirations towards heaven were such that he seemed no longer 
to touch the earth.’12 Abd el-Qadir’s heightened self-awareness was central 
to his persona. It continued in a more open and obvious manner in his 
years of exile, especially as he settled into a more pronounced contempla
tive life in Ottoman Damascus. He was a noted commentator on Ibn ‘Arabi 
and wrote a magnificent spiritual work, the Mawaqif, on the milestones of 
the spiritual seeker. In another extraordinary feat of chivalry and courage, 
his mansion compound became a refuge for thousands of the Christians of 
Damascus who were fleeing from the murderous onslaughts of the mob 
during the Maronite and Druze wars in Mount Lebanon in 1860. Lanusse, 
the acting French consul in Damascus at the time, credited him with saving 
the lives of 11,000 Syrian Christians.13

It would be impossible to separate Abd el-Qadir’s conduct and achieve
ments from his heightened spiritual awareness. This also explains the speed 
with which he came to terms with French and, by inference, European 
preponderance, and his subsequent reluctance to lend his name to anticolo
nial agitation. His intense connection with the medieval master Ibn ‘Arabi 
went beyond his immersion in the latter’s works. He visited his tomb in 
Damascus during his earliest pilgrimage to Mecca, the Hajj, and in his exile 
years Abd el-Qadir gave frequent instructions in the system of Ibn ‘Arabi.
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There is sufficient evidence to consider Abd el-Qadir to have been a follower 
of the Ibn ‘Arabi school - the so-called Akbarian school of Sufism - even 
during his campaigns against the French. Before his death, Abd el-Qadir 
ordered that his body should be interred near the tomb of Ibn ‘Arabi 
himself, and it was from there that his remains were returned to Algeria in 
1966. The same Ibn ‘Arabi would write in one of his masterful spiritual 
poems: ‘My heart has become capable of all forms; for gazelles a meadow, 
for monks, a monastery?14 But at the same time he would not hesitate to 
admonish a ruler for not applying the precepts of the Sharia.

For Abd el-Qadir there was no contradiction between fighting the French 
for years, at immeasurable odds, and being prepared to walk away from 
this once it became obvious that it was no longer propitious to continue, 
but rather to acknowledge the changed circumstances. As he wrote to the 
French Provisional Government following the 1848 Revolution, protesting 
his imprisonment, which violated French oaths given at his surrender: ‘1 
defended my country and my religion as long as I could ... When I was 
conquered - when it was impossible for me any longer to doubt that God, 
for inscrutable reasons, had withdrawn his support from me -1 decided to 
withdraw from the world.’15

The spiritual dimension of Islamic leadership was an essential compo
nent of the archetypal leader in pre-modern times. The systematic 
distancing of the requirements of spiritual attainment in the making of a 
leader became a trait of all later Muslim reformers and thinkers. In fact 
modernist Islam dismissed all claims for spiritual realization implicit in 
the Sufi orders. Later, this turned into outright hostility, opening the way 
for the elimination of the spiritual in determining the suitability of a ruler. 
This dichotomy between the wordly and the spiritual has always been a 
feature in Islamic history, and, more often than not, was settled in favour 
of worldly, cunning or duplicitous leadership. It goes back to the earliest 
days of Islam of the seventh century, when the archetypal worldliness of 
Mu’awiyya and his Umayyad descendants were pitted against the arche
typal spirituality of the Household of the Prophet.

In practice, the exigencies of political power in Muslim lands have 
tended to ignore the imperatives of moral, let alone spiritualized, rule 
implicit in the world view of Islam itself. This trait has naturally acceler
ated in modern times, resulting in the astonishing argument made by 
modernists that it was the spiritual dimension of Islam, distorted by the 
Sufi orders, that led to the decay and decrepitude of Muslim countries and 
opened them to foreign exploitation and conquest. Spirituality became

suspect and, with it, the possibility that leadership could arise from the 
inspired individual. This tendency was increased by the deterioration of 
the condition of the Sufi brotherhoods themselves. By the early twentieth 
century, colonial authorities had managed in many instances to under
mine the traditional resistance to their power of the Sufi brotherhoods. 
The colonial governments encouraged the Sufi brotherhoods to concern 
themselves exclusively with spirituality, frequently by co-opting sheikhs of
the orders who were willing to collaborate with, or at least tolerate, the 
presence of the colonial power. This neutralized the orders as a potential 
focus for dissent or resistance, and frequently put them on a collision 
course with the more radical, anti-colonial Islamic modernists of the times.
For example, the anti-colonial Association of Muslim Scholars in Algeria 
was virulently opposed to the Sufi tariqas and saw them as an obstacle to 
raising the political consciousness of ordinary Algerians.16

Abandoning the Islamic World View

The mid-nineteenth century saw the Muslim world convulsed by the 
dramatic changes which jolted its consciousness. What united the 
disparate parts of the civilization of Islam at this point were the issues of 
foreign encroachments and Muslim weaknesses. To the new breed of 
Muslim thinkers and scholars, there was simply no room for the notion 
of the individual balancing between the demands of an inner ethic and an 
outer code of action. These were insufficient to address Muslim powerless
ness in the face of unremitting imperial expansion. It was action, not 
contemplation, that was needed. What mattered was to refashion the 
understanding of Islam in ways which would ensure that Muslims had the 
wherewithal to confront the claims of the West to political, economic and 
military superiority. The sense of inadequacy in front of European civiliza
tion extended even to the moral sphere. Many exclaimed that it was now 
Europe that carried the virtues which Islam had claimed as its exclusive 
preserve.

A process was started which radically undermined the possibility of 
reaching a form of modernity that stayed within the framework of Islam. 
Critically, the gateway to modernity, and thus to re-empowerment, was 
seen as lying outside the civilization of Islam itself. In many ways, the need 
to justify the world view of Islam echoes the debates between the Muslims 
of the early centuries of Islamic civilization and the Hellenized and 
Christian populations who lived under Muslim rule and who doubted
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Islams superiority as a religion and as metaphysics. The great difference 
was that, in the earlier period, it was Islam that held temporal power and 
could determine the direction of its outcome. The situation was now 
reversed, with a confident and expansionist West relentlessly challenging 
the basic assumptions of a civilization which was clearly in retreat, at least 
in its territorial dimension.

Here the case of the successful modernization of Japan, which 
commenced in earnest only in 1868 after the Meiji Restoration, represents a 
serious counter-example and raises a dilemma concerning the apparent 
failure of modernization in the nineteenth-century Muslim world. In fact 
Egypt* which had became an autonomous political entity in 1821 under the 
rule of the Albanian Muhammad Ali, had embarked on an effort to 
modernize its state and society a full fifty years before Japan started its own 
process.17 At the end of the century, Japan was well on the way to joining the 
advanced powers, while Egypt languished under British rule. In Japan, the 
emphasis was on strengthening the bonds of Japanese exclusiveness through 
education, through state Shintoism and through the traditional virtues of 
thrift, diligence and loyalty in order to construct a modem economy. These 
were the legacies of Japan’s Tokugawa past, and they were not discarded or 
questioned in the Meiji reformers’ plans. It is true that Japan’s modernizing 
ethic involved an acceptance of certain western ways, especially in state 
administration and economic and technological management, but this 
acceptance was always discriminating, even eclectic. The alliance between 
a reforming bureaucracy and a nascent industrial and financial class did ulti
mately end in militarism, plutocracy and a catastrophic war, and the country 
had to be fundamentally recast in the post-war era, but this was by no means 
preordained.18 In Egypt, the possibility of Islam providing a door to moder
nity was not only questioned; it was often rejected on principle. Worse, there 
was an attempt to shoehorn Islam into the constructs of modern science and 
rationality, the implicit assumption being that Islamic civilization was inca
pable of providing the foundations for its own scientific explorations and 
advance.

The illustrious Indian paedagogue and scholar Sir Syed Ahmad Khan 
had said as much. In an 1884 lecture on Islam, Sir Syed spoke of the need 
for a new rationality - a new theology which reinterpreted the sacred text 
of the Quran in the light of reason and science. This was the precursor to 
countless calls to re-read the texts of Islam in an allusive manner, from the 
angle of personal or social utility, democratic rights, socialism, feminism - 
or whatever the pressing issues of the time might have been.

In 1883, the noted French philologist Ernst Renan delivered a lecture 
entitled Islam and science’, in which he asserted, inter alia, that the Arabs 
were hostile to science and philosophy and that whatever science had 
entered Islamic civilization came from non-Arab sources. A retort followed 
from the pan-Islamic agitator and ideologue, the Iranian-born Sayyid 
Jamaluddin ‘al-Afghani’. He broadly agreed with Renan, but went several 
steps further towards a general denunciation of religious faith and of its 
incompatibility with the scientific spirit. Afghani wrote in his ‘Response 
to Renan’: ‘A true believer must, in fact, turn from the path of studies 
that have as their object scientific proof ... What would be the benefit 
of seeking [scientific] proof when he believes he possesses it all?’ Later in 
the article Afghani wrote, specifically as regards the Muslim religion: ‘It is 
dear that wherever it became established, this religion tried to stifle the
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It is astounding that one of the greatest exponents of pan-Islamic 

revival, who had an unrivalled influence on his contemporaries, could 
hold his own civilization in such scorn. Afghani’s thought influenced a 
great number of people and his speculations on Islam and science became 
received wisdom for the next century and set the pattern of subsequent 
views regarding the essential incompatibility between Islam and science.

The undermining of confidence in the ability of Islamic civilization to 
adapt to modernity extended over all aspects of life, propelled by the torrent 
of new thought flowing in from the West. The uncritical adoption of 
western ideas by leading reformers of the Muslim world, who had lost their 
connection with the universe of the spiritually balanced individual and 
community, contributed greatly to the collective loss of self-understanding 
which was felt in the entire Muslim world in the nineteenth century. One
after another, the pillars of Islam’s unique constructs were demolished, 
frequently without the proponents of an alternative being fully aware of the 
consequences of their acts.

One example is the financial and economic consequences arising from
juridical opinions given by Muhammad Abduh, Afghani’s foremost 
disciple and co-worker (until he broke with him). Abduh was an advocate 
of ijtiW - that is, the use of independent reasoning to reach juridical 
conclusions - and he extended its scope to cover areas that were not 
previously considered within its legitimate ambit. In this process, Abduh 
authorized, for instance, the establishment of interest-based banking in a 
1903 fatwa. This legitimized the establishment of financial institutions of a 
western type, which set the pattern for economic development in Egypt and
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elsewhere in the Muslim world.20 This simple move effectively put a stop to 
the possibility of developing any meaningful financial and exchange institu
tions which might have drawn on the tradition of Islamic economic and 
financial transactions, avoiding the religiously problematic issue of interest 
altogether.

Revivalists and the ‘Golden Age of Islam’

Revivalist movements in Islam pre-dated the arrival of the Europeans. The 
eighteenth century saw the rise of a number of significant movements for 
reform and revival that sought to purify Islamic life and society. These coin
cided with the ebb of power that affected all the three main Muslim empires 
of the time. The leaders of these movements were mainly drawn from the 
ranks of the ulemas (religious scholars) and from the Sufis. The ulemas 
were appalled by the loosening of religious standards and the toleration of 
dubious, even pagan, practices that increasingly inflected popular Islam. 
This was especially evident in the multi-ethnic Mogul empire of India, with 
its large Hindu majority population, where an accommodating and 
syncretistic Islam was tolerated and even promoted by the court. The last of 
the powerful Mogul rulers, Aurangzeb, abandoned the policy of religious 
accommodation and sought to impose a strong Islamic identity on the 
empire. The Mogul state was greatly weakened by his death in 1707, and 
could no longer foster a powerful Islamic identity. The task of protecting 
the cause of Islam fell to the ulemas.

One of the first to rise to the task was Shah Waliullah Dahlawi (1703-62). 
Born in Uttar Pradesh in India, Shah Waliullah spent twelve years in Mecca 
and Medina advancing his religious knowledge and credentials* He was 
an advocate of a close reliance on the Hadith - the sayings of the Prophet 
Muhammad - as a guide to correct Islamic action and conduct. The 
emphasis on the authority of the Hadith is a common feature of Islamic 
reformers and revivalists, even into the present period* Shah Waliullah left 
over fifty major works in Arabic and Persian, including two, the Sata’at 
(ShiningLights) and the Lamahat (Flashing Lights), which are masterpieces of 
mystical philosophy. He was a tireless proselytizer for Islam and a champion 
of Islamic unity in India, and he sought an accommodation between the Shia 
and Sunnis. His son Shah Abdul Aziz was himself a noted scholar in the 
revivalist tradition. By that time India was slipping nearly entirely out of 
Muslim control, which prompted Shah Abdul Aziz famously to declare India 
to be Dar-ul-Harb (‘The Abode of War’). India could no longer be considered
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a domain under Islamic law. Shah Abdul Aziz’s 1803 fatwa was directed 
mainly against the British and called for a jihad against their presence.

In West Africa, the revivalist movements originated mainly from the 
Fulani people, with their deep Islamic attachments. Their spread into the 
Sahara brought them in contact with pagan and semi-Islamized tribes, 
which prompted one of the most famous jihads of the eighteenth and early 
nineteenth centuries, that of Usman dan Fodio (1754—1817). Usman never
travelled to Mecca or Cairo for his religious education, drawing instead on 
the Sufi networks of the Sahara to which he belonged. Usman’s preaching in
the Hausaland - modern-day northern Nigeria — generated tensions with
local rulers, which led to his call for a jihad in 1804. The wars were successful 
and Usman founded the Sultanate of Sokoto, which persisted until the 
British conquest of Nigeria at the end of the nineteenth century.21

The revivalist movements of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 
were also related to the rise of the Naqshabandiya Sufi movement, an order 
that sought to purify Sufism from practices and accretions that were unac
ceptable to the orthodox ulema.22 A number of the leaders of the reform 
movements of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries were themselves 
affiliated to the Naqshabandiya order, including Shah Waliullah himself. 
The anti-Dutch rebellions in Aceh (in northern Sumatra), throughout the
nineteenth century, were also actively supported by the Naqshabandiya. A 
similar story unfolds in the Caucasus. Both major rebellions against the 
Russians, by Imam Mansur in 1785-91 and later by Imam Shamil, were led 
by Naqshabandiya sheikhs. In eastern Turkestan, Naqshabandiya sheikhs led 
uprisings against Manchu rule throughout the nineteenth century. Other 
Sufi orders of the period also sought to purify their doctrines and practices 
and bring them closer to orthodoxy. These orders would play a major part 
both in the revivalist movement and in the resistance to foreigners. The
Sanusiya order founded by Muhammad Ali al-Sanusi (1787—1859) is a case 
in point Al-Sanusi founded numerous lodges (zawiyas) in the Libyan Desert 
which acted both as a scaffolding for the nascent state and as the focus of 
resistance to French - and, later, Italian - advances into the Sahara.

Part of the message - and allure - of the revivalists consisted in their 
attempts to construct a ‘golden age’ of Islam, an age from which Muslims 
deviated, thereby condemning themselves to a secondary status. The many 
revivalist movements of the pre-modern period were ultimately eclipsed 
in their significance by the uncompromising and literalist monotheism 
associated with the Hanbali scholar23 Muhammad ibn Abd el-Wahhab 
(1703-92) - the founder of the eponymous Wahhabi movement. Abd
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el-Wahhab had based his teachings partly on the rediscovery of the prolific 
writings and screeds of the medieval theologian Ibn Taymiyya, which 
purported to give substance to the notion of a golden age. The influence of 
the Wahhabis was limited to the wilds of the Nejd, until their aggressiveness 
pushed them out of their desert redoubts and into the Hejaz, the homeland 
of Mecca and Medina, and the fringes of Iraq. At that point the Ottoman
authorities prevailed upon their then viceroy in Egypt, Muhammad Ali, to 
dispatch an expeditionary force into Arabia to destroy the Wahhabist state. 
The Wahhabis’ ‘capital’, the village of Dari’yya, was razed to the ground in 
1818 and its ruler, Abdullah ibn Saud, was hauled off to Istanbul, where he
was put to death. This apparently ended the Wahhabist revival.

However, the themes associated with Wahhabism, especially its insis
tence that there was a ‘pure’ Islam relating to the early days of the Prophet 
and his immediate successors, became the stock in trade of the next wave 
of religious reformers of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Afghani, 
though a Shia by birth and thus an apostate in Wahhabi demonology, 
seemed to be the first to use the notion of a ‘golden age’ to whose values 
and conduct Muslims should return if they were to confront western 
advances. This idea was later built on by Abduh, who resurrected the 
phrase al-salaf al-saleh (‘the righteous forefathers’) to designate the ideal
ized community of Islam. He included in it not only the companions of 
the Prophet and the early ‘rightly guided caliphs’, but also the carriers of 
the intellectual and religious legacy of Islam’s middle period. This was an 
Islam where the rewards of scrupulous religious observance and obedience 
were political, intellectual and worldly success.

The Salafiyya movement, or Salafism grew out of Abduh’s reformist 
circles. It called for a return to a ‘fundamentalist’ form of Islam before its
purported corruption by centuries of lax Muslim rulers and superstitious 
customs and innovations. It evolved further with the writings of Abduh’s 
disciple, Rashid Ridha (1863-1935), and his widely-read newspaper 
al-Manar. From its base in Cairo the paper reached the far comers of the 
Muslim world.

The Salafiyya movement owes its origins to an intellectual reaction to the
plight of Muslims in the heyday of European ascendancy. It cannot seri
ously claim any continuity with the historical intellectual traditions of 
Islamic civilization. In this sense, fundamentalist Islam is an eminently 
modem phenomenon. Later in the twentieth century it converged with 
a Wahhabism which was re-empowered after the fall of the Arabian 
Peninsula to the forces of Ibn Saud in 1925. Both currents, Wahhabism and

•J

Salafism, joined forces to redefine the practices, beliefs and norms of Islam 
for a great number of people.

By the end of the nineteenth century, the territorial, cultural and 
psychological unity of Islamic civilization had been torn apart. It was a 
unity based, in the final analysis, on the outcome of successive Muslims’ 
interaction with the Quran and with the prophetic message in a geograph
ical space which was continuous, or that at least allowed for continuous 
contact. Islam did not participate in the epochal changes that transformed 
western societies, and, when modernity finally came to its societies, it was 
frequently accompanied by a sense of degradation and failure. The notion 
of the autonomous individual dedicated to progress and freedom, and the 
idea of the mass, which interacts with history as class or nation, were 
utterly alien and too far removed from the legacy of Islam. Yet the elites of 
the Muslim world might have been able to connect with such notions, if 
only because they had the material wherewithal and the political or social 
desire to do so, and some were open advocates of an eventual — benign — 
melding of Islam with the West.

In his sojourns in Paris and London, Afghani was smitten with the free
doms and order of the West. Tn Europe I saw infidels who behaved as 
Muslims; in Muslim lands I saw Muslims who behaved as infidels,’ he was 
reputed to have said. But the individual Muslim could not easily jettison his 
or her world view without a traumatic break with the past. How were they 
to acquire the virtues embodied in European civilization without seriously 
compromising or abandoning their own legacy? And what aspects of the 
West were they to acknowledge as the foundations of modernity? The 
Judaeo-Christian heritage? The literary traditions of France and England? 
Parliamentary democracy - or Prussian militarism? Renaissance art — or the 
philosophy of Kant? Many Muslims would in fact indiscriminately adopt 
the culture and customs of the West, seeing in them the prototypes of all 
that was vital and progressive. Entirely new arenas of art and culture 
appeared to beckon, from novel writing and playwriting to painting and 
the opera. But the ensuing hybrid culture would never amount to much. It 
was unable to establish its worth in modem terms by using contemporary 
aesthetic or critical standards. Islam’s own heritage of high culture was being 
removed as the living and guiding tradition for the moral or creative 
Muslim, and it was replaced, sometimes by its own guardians, by something 
entirely alien: the imported culture of the West.

At the same time, the terms upon which modernity was introduced into 
Islamic societies were very different in form and intent from what was
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taking place in the West itself. It often arrived in garbled and barely recog
nizable form, mimicking rather than duplicating the original model. The 
comparison with Japan is, once again, very instructive. Tokyo University 
reached the heights of academic excellence, but not so Syed Ahmad Khan’s 
Aligarh Muslim University, or the Egyptian University at Cairo, both of 
which were established along European lines and with the loftiest of inten
tions of bringing modern education to the elites.24

The disruption of continuity with the past was not something that the 
ordinary occidental needed to ponder or manage, even when historical 
change advanced at a rapid pace. After all, the locus of the great engine of 
transformation was firmly the West. The Muslim individual, increasingly 
disconnected from his past and not yet in the folds of the atomized crowd, 
had nowhere to turn for what was familiar and comprehensible. The divi
sions within Muslim societies became ever sharper as the nineteenth 
century came to a close. The work of Islam’s modernizers was pushing reli
gion increasingly into the private sphere, where it could never belong 
exclusively in any case. By trying to come to terms with European ascen
dancy, the reformers succeeded, perhaps unconsciously, in justifying an 
entirely different perspective on life. They used their own construct of 
Islam, one which was not contiguous with Islam’s own past. They even 
purported to give it moral sanction. As the living edifice of the civilization 
was gradually being dismantled, Islam retreated into a historical 
consciousness which retained a still powerful sense of identity. It would 
emerge later in the twentieth century, in forms that would be scarcely 
distinguishable.

CHAPTER 2

The Break with the Past

The new age is like lightning; inflammatory is every haystack 
Neither wilderness nor garden is immune form its attack.
To this new flame old nations are like faggots on a pyre;
Followers of the last Messenger are consumed in its fire.
Even today if Abraham’s faith could be made to glow;
Out of Nimrod’s fire a garden of flowers would grow.

Muhammad Iqbal, Jawab-i-Shikwa, p. 85

The break from the past experienced in the largest part of the Muslim 
world led to profound consequences both at the individual and social 
levels. The challenge of western dominance was not to be met through affir
mation of the precepts of traditional civilization, expected to create a 
gateway into modernity. The weight of apologetic and defensive literature, 
stressing Islam’s rationality and its support for scientific inquiry, might 
indicate otherwise. But this was more of an implicit admission of the fail
ures of Islamic civilization to provide an entry into the modern world — as
understood in European terms - and therefore to provide the essential 
access to wealth and power in order to confront the expansion of European 
empires. From now on, the division of the world of Islam between 
‘reformers’ and ‘secularists and westernisers’ became sealed. The former
sought to maintain a pivotal role for Islam in society, while the latter 
pushed towards restricting Islam’s influence to the private sphere, in a secu
larized and modernized society. From the mid-nineteenth century right to 
the present times, this division has not really shifted in structure and has
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dominated the intellectual landscape of Islamic societies. The proponents 
of traditional Islam, reduced as they were to defending an ever-shrinking 
private space, were left behind, abandoned to individual piety and family 
bonds, while the outer manifestations of traditional Islam were being 
systematically demolished. By the beginning of the twentieth century, 
within less than fifty years, the institutions of traditional Islamic society 
and polity had virtually disappeared, in content if not quite yet in form.

The Collapse of Confidence

Why did most of the leaders and elites of a great civilization so quickly 
reject the possibilities of adjustments to modernity which may have been 
inherent in their own world? The reality of physical conquest is, naturally, 
one explanation, but this did not affect the entire Muslim world at the 
same time and to the same extent. Nevertheless, the dismantling of the 
Mogul state in India, for example, even in its final decrepit form, elimi
nated in one stroke an entire administrative and judicial class that had 
been organized, for better or worse, under a traditional form. In Algeria, 
of course, the extent of physical conquest was more far-reaching, as it led 
to the absorption of the country into the system of metropolitan France. 
The seizure of the domains of Islam from their historical guardians and 
the loss of access to state power and patronage greatly contributed to the 
alienation and powerlessness of those still steeped in traditional ways. A 
premium was thus placed on those who could adjust to the ways and 
perspectives of the conqueror. Some of the former elites adapted quickly 
and became the foremost proponents of secularization, not as a way of 
restoring Muslim power as much as a necessary precondition to joining 
the comity of modern states and nations. Military defeat and physical 
occupation initially engender a state of introspection rather than one of 
resistance, especially where there is a massive disparity in power between 
the contestants and limited access to the tools of resistance. The prospects 
for removing the occupier appear remote and breed a sense of helpless-

the alternative, be it the traditional way or active resistance, appear to lead 
to marginalization, lack of potency or destruction.

the years between 1826 and 1831 in Paris, or Syed Ahmad Khan, who spent 
a year in England in 1869/1870 - were profoundly influenced by their expe
riences. Another traveller, Mohammad as-Saffar, dispatched to France by 
the Sultan of Morocco in 1845-6, returned to write:

So it went until all had passed, leaving our hearts consumed with fire from 
what we had seen of their overwhelming power and mastery, their prepa
rations and good training, their putting everything in its proper place. In 
comparison with the weakness of Islam, the dissipation of its strength, and 
the disrupted condition of its people, how confident they are ...

He went on to attribute the Europeans’ strength not to ‘their courage, 
bravery or religious zeal, but because of their marvellous organization, 
their uncanny mastery over affairs, and their strict adherence to the law’.1 

The corpus of European thought and intellectual and cultural achieve
ment, particularly in its (then contemporary) form, was another source of 
wonder for the apprehensive Muslims of the time. A great deal of the biases 
of the early orientalists, for example, their focus on the classical age of Islam, 
and in particular on the Baghdad of the Abbasids, was internalized by the 
reformers when examining weaknesses in their own societies. Islam was seen 
to have ‘peaked’ by the end of the twelfth century and had been in regress 
ever since. This encouraged an attitude which minimized or trivialized the 
achievements of Islamic civilization since that period, partly because what 
came after was no longer centred on an imaginary Arab heart. The post- 
Abbasid world of Islam was deemed unworthy of comparison to the high 
culture of the classical period. The race was afoot to find out the culprits 
behind the decline of Muslims and their power. This, in so many words, was 
the stereotypical response of the cultivated Muslim to the Europe of the
nineteenth century. This bedazzlement often bred a sense of inferiority, in 
particular if the material and cultural gaps with Europe loomed so large as 
to appear fearsomely daunting. It was far easier to assume the superiority of 
European modernity over Islamic ‘obscurantism’ and effectively to abandon
all possibility of revitalizing Islamic civilization. Many would eventually 
choose this route.

European civilization dazzled a large number of visitors from what was 
then known as the orient. They could not but help compare and contrast 
what they witnessed to conditions in their own societies. The stream of 
visitors and sojourners - such as the Egyptian Rifa’a al-Tahtawi, who spent

A New Industrial Age

The decline in self-confidence accelerated as Muslims lost the certainty 
that comes from adhering to the unique vision of the world which their
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civilization offered. The understanding of fundamentals of perception 
such as the nature of the self and the physical world, the ordering of 
personal relationships, the meaning and legitimacy of authority, the 
organization of society, or even the basics of existence such as man’s 
ordering of space and time, changed in essential ways. The Islamic world 
view was in most ways different from, and often antithetical to, that of 
modernity. No civilization had to undergo the rapidity and scope of 
change that the world of Islam experienced in its tumultuous and incom
plete transition to the modern. The transition which the West experienced 
during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, from an agrarian order to 
the industrial age, was turbulent enough, but was nevertheless conducted 
within the framework of the civilization itself. Enclosures of agricultural 
common lands were not forced by a foreign power; the design and manu
facture of machines were not imported from an alien world; the factory 
system and the regimented labour force were not transposed from else
where. The modern industrial age may have started in a small corner of 
north-western Europe and New England, but it was connected, in a funda
mental sense, with the legacy of the broader civilization of the West, and 
could not probably have arisen, in a similar form, anywhere else. At the 
same time, it could not have taken shape outside the political and legal 
framework of the nation-state and the attendant structures and institu
tions which evolved alongside the industrial revolution. The change m 
perspective, in skills and in disciplines which were required of the average 
Europeans or Americans in order for them to adjust to the needs of the age 
of machines and mass markets, were jarring, but not completely alien. In 
Islam they were catastrophically new.

Islam was a civilization pre-eminently mercantile.2 The establishment, 
access and control over trade routes formed a key feature of the economy of 
Islam. This was, at its base, an agrarian world, but it relied on its merchants 
and traders to move the surpluses and the products of a highly skilled urban 
crafts culture over a far-reaching area. The geographical space of Islam was 
by far the widest known to man before the advent of the empires of Europe. 
It stretched right across the Eurasian land mass and into Africa, forming 
a distinct religious and cultural community, even though it was divided 
into different political states. Within the constraints of pre-modern travel, 
geographic mobility was widespread. Merchants and traders sought 
markets; but the notion that economic life should be built around the 
demands of impersonal market forces was alien to Islam. The Islamic polity 
did not organize its affairs so that the factors of production - of land, labour 

and capital - were traded as commodities. Neither did it adapt its laws - the 
multivanate Sharia law - to accommodate the needs of organized capitalism 
and financial intermediation. Sharia law was, if anything, a set of contrac
tual principles which covered some aspects of personal and social relations. 
Marriage, for example, had no sacramental status, and the stigma of illegit
imacy did not attach to the offspring of legally contracted secondary 
partners. A great deal was left out of Sharia law, leaving a large range of 
activities to be governed according to the interests of the contracting parties.

At the same time, Sharia law paid little attention to either ascribed or 
acquired status, unlike in Europe. Aristocracy simply did not exist as an 
enduring class based on hereditary land ownership. There were large and 
often powerful landowners, but the taluqdars and zamindars of North 
India, or the Turko-Circassian pashas of Egypt, did not constitute a feudal 
aristocracy? Time was not measured in the daily work norm of the indus
trial West, but by the times of prayer. You did not meet someone after 
lunch, but after the midday prayers. The craftsman’s hours were not meas
ured by the mechanical clock of the factory worker. The members of the 
craft guilds - the asnaf in Persia or harrafiyun in the Arabic-speaking 
world - ordered their day by a mixture of intricately skilled work and 
regular worship. Their workday started with spiritual exercises and callis
thenics, and paeans to the spiritual knights of Islam.4 (The Japanese and 
Koreans had similar traditional practices. But, rather than abandoning 
them, they modernized them. The work-day in some major Asian corpo
rations still begins with a song or hymn to the glories of work and the 
corporation.) But the ingredients for producing a uniquely Islamic entry 
into modern times, building on the main aspects of Islam’s historical 
legacy, escaped its leaders and elites as they grappled with the prospects of 
being overwhelmed by European power and technology.

Making Nations and Races

The fracturing of the Islamic world’s unity led to a proliferation of 
successor ideologies, vying for, or redefining, people’s loyalties and identi
ties. Nearly all of them were derived from European ideas or institutions. 
Probably the most enduring of the modern transplants into Islam was the 
idea of the nation-state. Wherever colonial rule operated, the organization 
of the conquered territory followed the pattern of a European nation
state. The historical empires of Islam that survived into the twentieth 
century followed suit, even though in an incomplete form. The process,
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of course, was finalized after the First World War, when the Ottoman 
Empire was recast as a number of nation-states and the Iranian state 
reconstituted itself as the Pahlavi dynasty. The nation-state was an entirely 
alien concept in Islamic political theory and practice. Dynasties drawn 
from particular ethnic or linguistic groups were common in Islam, but 
the idea of a nation in the European sense was utterly remote from its 
legacy.

The classic nineteenth-century definition of the nation was the one 
proposed by Ernst Renan5 in his tract What is a Nation? (Qu’est-ce qu’une 
nation?). Renan may appear now as an antiquated figure, part of the 
Victorian era parade of philologists, political and economic theorists and 
philosophers who dealt with grand themes and schemes. (He is now best 
known for his controversial work The Life of Jesus, in which he sought to 
reinterpret scriptures in the light of modern standards of critical histori
ography.) Renan sacralized the nation by giving it a soul - the precursor of 
the £lan vital which was the stock in trade of all twentieth-century nation
alisms, not least of the invented nationalism of states built out of the 
wreckage of the Ottoman Empire and the dissolution of the colonial 
system:

A nation is a soul, a spiritual principle ... A large aggregate of 
men, healthy in mind and warm of heart, creates the kind of moral 
conscience which we call a nation. So long as this moral consciousness 
gives proof of its strength by the sacrifices which demand the abdication 
of the individual to the advantage of the community, it is legitimate and 
has the right to exist.6

The community takes precedence over the individual and defines the 
worth of the system. This was the common refrain of the early nationalists 
of the post-Islamic order who sought to reorganize their societies on what 
they believed were the foundations of the successful western model.

Nationalist thought was almost by definition secular7 and appealed to 
the intellectuals of the period, who had despaired of - or refused to
contemplate - the reform of Islamic political institutions. Religion, to the 
nineteenth-century mind of Renan, was simply an extension of the human 
imagination and did not have an independent existence as such. The work 
of orientalists simply reinforced the process of building on the nation-state 
and on the ideology of nationalism, regarded as a successor to the 
ecumenical universe of Islamic civilization. Research on the languages of

Islam - on the ethnic history of Turks, Arabs, Persians and Malays, and on 
the literary legacies of these groups - was the foundation of oriental studies 
in western universities. The first generation of Muslims who had been 
influenced by western scholarship and scholars on Islam, nationalism, 
secularism, utilitarianism and other doctrines of the nineteenth century 
provided the first glimmerings of an ethnically based nationalism. Islamic 
political theory and practice had no place for the nation-state.8

The adoption of the nation-state as a replacement for the Islamic polity 
required the invention of new words and concepts. There was no word in 
any of the languages of Islam that would parallel the meanings of ‘nation’ 
and ‘nationalism’. Such meanings had to be contrived from other words, 
which did not convey the same meaning.

At the same time, the territorial sense of ‘nation’ as something confined 
within a strict geo-political space, where a common ethnicity prevailed, 
had never took root in Islamic political culture. Once again, the idea had 
to be applied awkwardly, using terms which did not quite fit the European 
meaning. There were different words for the territorial space that Muslims 
inhabited, such as ‘watan, *bilad\ *ardh\ but none carried the distinct 
modern sense of the word ‘nation’. Appropriating the word ‘ Umma\ the 
Quranic term for a community of believers, to denote the idea of a nation 
was effectively an attempt to de-sacralize a term which was commonly 
understood by Muslims, but obviously with a different meaning. The idea 
of an Arab nation, or Turkic nation, embraced peoples who lived across a 
huge geographic area and were divided along numerous political states. It 
became more difficult to reconcile the notion of loyalty to a homogeneous 
national or ethnic group with the principles of loyalty to the Islamic 
Umma, which transcended ethnicity and linguistic barriers.

Race was also substituted for religion, with even less conviction. 
Europeans were stressing the supposed ‘genius’ or uniqueness of particular 
racial groups, and this was absorbed by those who sought an alternative 
level of certainty and identity to the one provided by Islam. Turks, Arabs 
and Persians were all encouraged to reach back into their past in order to 
evolve a narrative of glory and destiny that could provide a basis for 
renewal in the world order which was supposedly replacing Islam. The 
Quranic treatment of race was represented purely in terms of a group’s 
adherence to the covenant with God. Wherever one group was singled out 
for preference, it was invariably in terms of its fidelity to the spiritual and 
ethical norms required of it. ‘You were the best of mankind, enjoining 
what is good and eschewing the forbidden,’ the Quran said. There is, of
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course, no denying that race was an element in the dynamics of Islamic 
civilization, as seen in the cultural wars of the shu’ubiya,9 where the Arabs 
were pitted against the Persians; or in the latter part of the Ottoman 
Empire, where ‘Arab’ was a derogatory word, used by Turkish officialdom 
implying ‘uncivilized’ and ‘uncouth’. The Arabs, in turn, would take inor
dinate pride in their language and in the fact that the Islamic message was 
in Arabic and was carried at first by Arabs. The ideologues of Arab nation
alism frequently descended into a race-based exaltation of the Arab char
acter, but their constructs were hardly original. Their drawings from 
nineteenth-century European thinkers were obvious.10

The systemization of archaeology in the nineteenth century also opened 
another avenue into the past for those seeking to refashion the loyalties of 
Muslims towards a non-Islamic, or even pre-Islamic, world. The uncov
ering of the histories of Babylon, Nineveh, the Pharaonic dynasties of 
Egypt, Persepolis, the Phoenicians - and even the Mediterranean as a 
cultural and civilizational unit - were all used in one form or another to 
relate to a remote past, with which Muslims, at least those of the Middle 
East, had little or no popular resonance. Nevertheless, these histories still 
featured prominently in the attempts to refashion identity, especially in 
the countries of the Levant and Egypt.11

Liberalism and extreme secularism represented another aspect of some 
of the systems that sought to replace the world defined by the precepts of 
Islam. The clearest case of this was in the drive of Mustafa Kemal to trans
form the newly established nation-state of Turkey along pronounced 
secular and westernizing lines, but the Turkish experiment was not dupli
cated in such sweeping and determined terms in other Muslim countries. 
Aspects of the Turkish reforms were tried in a number of Muslim coun
tries, but their effects were muddled and shallow.

In Egypt, the political and cultural elite was not prepared or willing to 
jettison the entire legacy of Islam at one fell swoop, as the new leaders of 
Turkey had done. Nevertheless, Egyptian public policy was couched in
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But, unlike in Turkey, these currents parted ways with, rather than 
rejected, the Islamic legacy. There was also considerable Islamic intellectual 
activity during this period. For example, the proselytizing for the Salafist 
strain in Islam emanated from Egypt, where Rashid Ridha’s al-Manar 
newspaper was published, and Egypt featured one way or another in the 
projects to revive the caliphate and the various pan-Islamic ventures of the 
time.12 However, it was the towering intellectual figure of Taha Hussein 
(1889-1973) in Egypt and the controversies he engendered that were 
characteristic of the period immediately following the end of the First 
World War. It was left to Taha Hussein and his supporters or detractors to 
confront the issue of a national identity and purpose by framing it along a 
significantly different basis to that of Islam. The effects of these conflicts 
resonated throughout the Muslim world.

Taha Hussein’s childhood, memorably and movingly described in his 
autobiography, Al-Ayam (The Days),13 was one of hardship and struggle, 
made even more difficult by blindness inflicted on him by an incompetent 
village barber who was treating him for a common eye infection. He rose 
through the traditional school system, which led him to the great religious 
institution of the al-Azhar University; then he moved on to the recently 
established Cairo University; he continued in France, where he received a 
doctorate from the Sorbonne. His writings were voluminous, comprising 
nearly sixty works, not all of them memorable. But he remained committed 
to the thesis of Egypt’s essential ‘westernness’, which he elaborated upon in 
his work Mustaqbal al-Thaqafafi Misr (The Future of Culture in Egypt).14 In 
outline, his argument was that Islamic civilization was based on the willing
ness of early Muslims to borrow freely from the advanced world of the 
Persians and Byzantines and that Egypt should similarly borrow freely from 
the modem European world

At the same time, Egypt’s integration into the West was, in impor
tant ways, a homecoming. Egypt, Taha Hussein contended, was always 
a part of the West rather than of the orient. Its geographical position, its

secular terms. To some extent, the liberalism of the nineteenth century in 
Europe reconstituted itself on the banks of the Nile. Parliamentary institu
tions were patterned after Westminster, following the lead of Britain, the 
paramount power in Egypt during the first half of the twentieth century.
The cultural pre-eminence of Egypt was unquestioned in the inter-war 
years, not only among Arabic-speaking peoples. The Cairo of the 1920s 
and 1930s was a ferment of literary and artistic experimentations which 
drew on modernity for their inspiration.

Mediterranean culture, its Pharaonic, Ptolemaic, Roman and Byzantine 
past have all positioned the country firmly in the West. To this must be 
added the historical legacy which connected the Egyptians’ mind with that 
of the ancient Greeks, turning Alexandria into a citadel of Greek philoso
phers. ‘All of this,’ he wrote, ‘points out, in these modern times, that we 
should be connected with Europe by bonds that strengthen daily until we 
merge [into Europe] in meaning, form and reality. And we will not find 
this onerous, as the Egyptian mind is not different in its essence and nature
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from the European mind?15 In retrospect, the position of Taha Hussein 
might appear hopelessly disconnected from reality, but it had a profound 
effect on the country’s elites, as it provided them with the intellectual justi
fication to ape European ways and customs. This was the age when the 
ruling classes sent their children to British-style boarding schools, joined 
country clubs and held literary soirees, spoke at least two European 
languages, watched risqud films, attended the Cairo Opera, and read the 
first of the (proliferating) women’s magazines.

Where Egypt led in those days, other countries followed, including 
the ruling groups of the Arab states of the Near East. The distancing from 
the world of Islam accelerated, a scant two decades after the collapse of the 
Ottoman Empire. The intellectual climate of the time, which continued at 
least into the 1960s, was anchored in an open acknowledgement of the 
superiority of modem civilization based on technology. This was exclu
sively identified with the West at first, and then, for a short period, with the 
Soviet bloc, as the perspectives associated with Taha Hussein’s overt orien
tation towards the West became tempered partly by the anti-colonial 
struggle that was continuing in various parts of the Muslim world.

Dissenters of the Inter-War Years

In an age when secularism seemed to be entrenching itself irreversibly, 
there were hardly any non-traditional writers and scholars who explored 
the potential inherent in Islamic civilization to generate the changes 
needed for the new circumstances. Two who stand out above all others, in
the age when Islam appeared to be receding from the public arena, were 
the poet of the sub-continent, Muhammad Iqbal, and the Kurd, Said Nursi 
of Turkey, known as Badiuzzaman (‘the wonder of the age’). Both were 
deeply concerned with regaining the self-confidence of the Muslim in the 
face of huge threats affecting the integrity of Islamic civilization and the 
commitments of Muslims to the legacies of their past.

Muhammad Iqbal (1877-1938) is the great poet of modern Islam, 
whose prodigious talents and insights made him a remarkable force, not 
only in pre-partition India but in the wider Muslim world. He wrote in 
Urdu and Persian, although some of his important philosophical works 
were actually written in English. Born into a reasonably prosperous 
Muslim family in the Punjab in 1877, Iqbal studied at Lahore College, 
which was then directed by Thomas Arnold, a sympathetic writer and 
commentator on Islam. Later Iqbal attended Cambridge University and

was awarded a doctorate by Munich University for his work on Persian 
metaphysics. He was greatly impressed by the dynamism of the West, 
contrasting it to the passivity that seemed to prevail in the Muslim world. 
But although his experiences in Europe were formative, he was not an 
uncritical absorber of the most fashionable trends in western philosophy. 
It has often been claimed that Iqbal was ‘influenced’ by the likes of 
Nietszche, Bergson and Whitehead, but this does not stand up to critical 
scrutiny. In many ways he was condescending to western philosophy, 
seeing it as inferior to the insights on the human condition emanating 
from Islam’s own heritage. He wrote to Reynold Nicholson, the celebrated 
Cambridge scholar of Islam, that his ideas were rooted ‘ in the light of the 
Quran, and the Muslim Sufis and thinkers’.16

Iqbal’s philosophy unfolded in his great poems written between 1909 
and 1932 -‘Asrar-i-Khudi’ (The Secrets of the Self)17 and ‘Javidnama’ (The 
Book of Immortality), written in Persian, and ‘Bal-e-Jabril’ (The Wings of 
Gabriel),‘Shikwa’ (The Complaint) and ‘Jawab-i-Shikwa’ (The Reply to the 
Complaint), written in Urdu - as well as in his philosophical prose work in 
English, The Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam. His writings in 
Persian were partly meant to reach a wider Islamic audience than that 
of the Muslims of India alone. Later his writings would be increasingly 
directed at Muslim Indians, as he joined others in crafting a political future 
for them.

Iqbal’s poetry was a reflection of his own personal philosophy relatin 
to the dynamic individual who seeks realization through a constantly 
ascending arc of action directed towards the infinite goodness that is God. 
While Sufism sought the immersion of the self in the divine oneness, Iqbal 
inverted the formula, whereby the destiny of the human being is to find 
fulfilment not in immersion, but in the realization of God’s absolute
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uniqueness through the uniqueness of the individual. The divine attribute 
of Allah’s uniqueness therefore becomes a template for the dynamic indi
vidual catalyzing all other attributes which are then manifested in such 
an individual. Thus creativity, innovation, wisdom and justice, which are 
subsidiary attributes of God’s uniqueness, are manifested in ever greater 
degrees as the individual dynamically seeks to realize his or her individuality. 
The passage of time becomes a series of ever more expansive possibilities 
as the individual proceeds along the creative path. History comes to be 
connected to the actions of the dynamic individual and imbued with moral 
content, to the extent that it generates an enhancement of the godly virtues. 
Iqbal believed that it was Islam that provided both the moral and spiritual
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foundation for the dynamic individual. This dynamism must also be 
responsible, and bound by the outer constraints on individual action 
provided by the Sharia to ensure that the pathway to self-realization is not 
chaotic or socially destructive. Iqbal's vision is not that of an unbound 
Prometheus, but rather of a Prometheus who willingly constrains his actions 
within a set of overarching moral and spiritual imperatives. Therefore 
acknowledgement of change is fundamental not only to Iqbal’s theory of the 
dynamic individual, but also to the meaning of human purpose. The corol
lary is that change becomes desirable and legitimate if it is initiated by the 
dynamic individual acting within the framework of Islam.

Iqbal saw Islamic history as the unfolding of actions of inspired individ
uals, starting from the first, the Prophet Muhammad, whom he linked to 
the Sufi notion of the ‘perfect human’, complete in his clear reflection of all
the virtues of the Good.

The pencil of the Self limned a hundred to-days
In order to achieve the dawn of a single tomorrow
Its flames burned a hundred Abrahams
That the lamp of one Muhammad might be lighted.

Ali, the fourth of the rightly-guided caliphs and the first imam of the Shia, 
also features prominently in Iqbal’s pantheon of perfected beings who 
reach spiritual attainment by an irresistible drive for action.

The pith of Life is contained in action
The delight in creation is the law of Life
Arise and create a new world!19

Iqbal was hardly a theologian, and his attempts to create a new world 
view based on his own, perhaps eclectic, understanding of the ultimate 
purposes of the Quranic message did not quite fit the classical systems of 
Islam. Nevertheless, it was probably the first modern attempt by a
committed Muslim to rediscover the vitality of Islam in the light of the 
evolution of western philosophical thought and of the realities of the new,
West-dominated world. As the prominent Islamic scholar Fazlur Rahman 
noted, his was the first personal effort to evolve a new system of thought 
that was consciously seeking to be authentic in Islamic terms - as 
authentic in its own way as, say, the medieval theology of al-Asha’ari who 
hid down most of the main creedal doctrines of Sunni Islam.20

Iqbal’s influence on his times, especially in providing the intellectual 
justification for establishing a state for Muslims in the sub-continent, has 
been subject to a great deal of controversy. There is, however, little doubt 
that his literary, metaphysical and political concerns framed the main 
problems of Muslims in an entirely new light in the modern period. How 
practical - or realizable - his philosophy of the dynamic individual could 
be was another matter. But Iqbal tried, and to a large extent succeeded, in 
giving his generation of Muslims, especially in the sub-continent, a huge 
boost of self-confidence. In his seminal address to the All-India Muslim
League in 1930,21 he laid out the basic principles of the Islam he believed 
in. ‘Islam is itself Destiny and will not suffer a destiny!’ - he proclaimed. 
He resisted the national or racial idea as a substitute for the loyalty of 
Muslims, and took direct issue with Renan’s construct of a nation: ‘The 
national idea is racializing the outlook of Muslims, and thus materially 
counteracting the humanizing work of Islam. And the growth of racial 
consciousness may mean the growth of standards different and even 
opposed to the standards of Islam.’

Iqbal was also dubious about the possibility — or desirability — of a 
Lutheran-style reformation in Islam that would lead to the separation of 
religion from the public arena. The prophetic experience in Islam neces
sarily implied the building of a social order.

It [the prophetic experience] is individual experience creative of a social 
order. Its immediate outcome is... a polity with implicit legal concepts 
whose significance cannot be belittled merely because their origin is 
revelational. The religious ideal of Islam, therefore, is organically related 
to the social order which it has created ... The construction of a polity 
on national lines, if it means displacement of the Islamic principle of 
solidarity, is simply unthinkable to a Muslim.

In the same address, Iqbal raises the demand that Muslims of North-West 
India, roughly the area covered by today’s Pakistan, should form a consol
idated state of their own.

Iqbal created a spiritual universe which combined the apparently 
contradictory elements that preoccupied Muslim minds for more than a 
millennium: the issue of free will and that of predestination. The indi
vidual in Iqbal’s world can only be a realized being if he or she strives for 
perfection through moral action. The individual thus has the possibility of 
absolute agency if that person fulfils the pattern of divine uniqueness
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through the dynamically active self. Iqbal’s philosophy stands in marked 
contrast to the accusations of passivity which were attached to the Sufis of 
Islam’s later period. The reality, however, is that Iqbal used the model of 
spiritual ascent through various stages of realization which is implicit in 
all the Sufi mystical orders, but he externalized the spiritual drive, from an 
inward to an outward journey. Iqbal’s spiritual person is supremely active, 
but also always grounded in the ethical precepts of the religion of Islam. It 
is a public unfolding of spiritual realization through rightly guided action. 
Iqbal shifted the focus of his reconstruction of Islamic life squarely back 
to the individual, whom he treated as the main agent of change and 
growth.

Iqbal died in 1938, ten years before the founding of the state of Pakistan 
as a homeland for India’s Muslims. His last Urdu poem, entitled ‘Hazrat-
i-Insan’ (‘The Human Being’), included the line:

This world is an invitation for the human being to look; for every secret is 
given an instinct to jump out of its closet
they are the tears of human blood that the Almighty has used for stirring 
storms in His oceans.

It ends thus:

If I am the end of all, then what lies beyond? Where lies the limit of my 

unending adventures?22

The connections between the Muslims of the Indian sub-continent 
and the Ottoman Caliphate were long-standing and deep. The Khilafat 
(caliphate) movement in India started as a call to safeguard this venerable 
institution from its possible abolition by the victorious allies in the First 
World War.23 However, the movement was more to do with the political 
organization of India’s Muslims, and it was an instrument supported by 
Ghandi for joint Muslim-Hindu action in the struggle against the British 
Raj. When the caliphate was finally abolished, this was effected by the 
radical secularists of the new Republic of Turkey led by Mustafa Kemal, 
and not by the British.

The Indian Khilafat movement was left high and dry, and its leaders 
retreated back into their strictly parochial concerns. They could neither 
reverse nor soften the absolute determination of Mustafa Kemal and his 
allies radically to overhaul the entire bases of Turkish society and culture

and cast them in an entirely western mode. It Was left to a dwindling band 
of Islamically minded figures, working under incredibly adverse conditions, 
to confront the might of a powerful centralizing state and the iron will of its 
leader, Mustafa Kemal. The most significant among these figures was 
Badiuzzaman Said Nursi. His life and work crystallized the dilemmas and 
challenges facing the piously minded as the structures of their world were 
being systematically dismantled. The course these Islamically minded 
people followed and the movements they founded played a central part in 
the survival of Islamic consciousness both in the individual and in the
group, under the harsh rule of secular, even atheistic, regimes.

Said Nursi was born in the village of Nurs in eastern Anatolia, of 
Kurdish parentage, in 1877. He later divided his life into two periods: the 
‘Old Nursi’ and the ‘New Nursi’, roughly paralleling the last years of the 
Ottoman Empire and the founding of the Republic of Turkey. In the ‘Old 
Nursi’ Said was a precocious, somewhat arrogant, young man, who 
delighted in debating with religious scholars. He moved to the capital 
Istanbul in 1907, partly to secure official support for his project for a 
university in eastern Anatolia. There his path crossed with the Young 
Turks, whose call for a constitutional government he initially supported. 
During the First World War he was made a regimental commander on the 
Turkish eastern front, was captured by the Russians, made a successful 
escape, and returned to a hero’s welcome in Istanbul in June 1918 as the 
Ottoman Empire was facing final defeat. In 1920, while visiting the ceme
tery of the Companion of the Prophet Abu Ayub al-Ansari on the outskirts 
of Istanbul, Nursi had a significant spiritual experience, where he recog
nized that the old order had died, and his old self with it. The ‘New Nursi’ 
was born.24

Nursi’s work with Islamic associations and groups, and his war hero
status, provided him with several invitations to Ankara, where the Turkish 
Grand National Assembly had congregated to chart out the contours of 
the new republic. Nursi was dismayed by the overt secularism, irreligious
ness and western orientation of the officers and officials who dominated
the proceedings, and felt that Islam was being marginalized, and even 
targeted, in the new order. ‘When I came to Ankara in 1338 [1923], the
morale of the people of faith was extremely high as a result of the victory 
of the army of Islam over the Greeks. But I saw that an abominable current 
of atheism was treacherously attempting to subvert, poison, and destroy 
their morale,’ he would write later.25 He had several altercations with
Mustafa Kemal, finally abandoning Ankara to the new political class.
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Within a few years, Turkey was remade in the vision of its new leaders. The 
caliphate was abolished; Islam was disestablished; the Sufi orders were 
banned; the ulema class was disbanded; Islamic dress was forbidden; the 
alphabet changed from the old Arabic script to the Roman script; religious 
education was deliberately ignored; and Islamic law was replaced by 
European civil and criminal codes. The destruction of Islam’s presence in 
Turkey seemed only a matter of time.

Nursi began his decades-long work to develop a vision of Islam and an 
understanding of the Quran that preserved the vitality of the faith for the 
community of Muslims in Turkey during its times of greatest adversity 
and danger. The Turkish state was actually at war with the Ottoman past, 
especially with its Islamic legacy, which flew in the face of the mantra of 
the new order: to be modern, secular, nationalist and European. The 
Kemalist state relentlessly hounded Nursi, who struggled in the face of 
exile, frequent arrests and imprisonment, and incessant harassments by 
the authorities. It was during this period that he compiled the greatest 
work of his life, which had the most profound influence on generations of 
Muslims: the Risale-i Nur, or The Epistles of Light.26

The Risale consists of a series of treatises on the Quran. They are not so 
much exegeses as flashes of insights, allegories and arguments, whose objec
tive is to set out proof for the divine existence and unity. They are addressed 
to an audience which Nursi presupposes to have been infected with the virus 
of unbelief or scepticism, or to be enamoured with the promises of science 
and materialist basis of modernity. The work aims to fortify the reader in 
light of the positivist and materialist philosophies of the new order in 
Turkey and by inference elsewhere in the Muslim world, to reaffirm the 
foundations of faith and Islam’s ultimate veracity. Nursi was critical of the 
traditional Islamic schools, the madrassas, and their ossified approach to 
the teaching of religious doctrines. He knew that they would not be able 
to provide the necessary intellectual instruments for a reinvigorated Islam, 
especially under the siege conditions of republican Turkey. His Risale was 
just such an instrument It would infuse the reader with a spirituality that 
would reach both the reader’s reason and heart. He believed that the Risale 
would allow the reader to affirm his or her belief in Islam and respond to the 
barrage of irreligiosity emanating from the state and the new cultural and 
educational elite of the country. The Risale is not political, except by being 
subversively insistent on Islam at a time when the state had chosen to 
enforce a radical laicitA It was this feature of Nursi’s work, together with 
the feet that circles of followers were using his treatises to continue their

engagement with Islam, that drove the authorities to arrest and imprison 
Nursi on numerous occasions until his death in 1960.

The Risale has no particular order or logical structure. It covers nearly 
the entire gamut of the doctrines and creeds of Islam, explained or refor
mulated according to Nursi’s own unique method and style. There are 
considerable digressions into philosophy, classical Islamic mysticism, 
musings on the nature of science and on the Quranic message. Nursi uses 
the form of questions and answers as a didactic tool to provide proof for 
his readers for all the axiomatic assertions of Islam and of the Quran — 
including the miracle of the Quran itself, the ascension of the Prophet 
Muhammad and divine unity. The last section of the RisaZe, entitled ‘The 
Thirty-Third Word’, summarizes Nursi’s belief that the entire cosmos and 
the individual point unerringly towards the existence of divine unity: ‘I 
hope this thirty-third word ... may help an unbeliever to accept belief, 
and that it may strengthen the belief of one whose belief is weak.’

In many ways, the Risale was meant to be the foundation text for study 
circles whose cumulative experience with it would add to, and refine, 
Nursi’s main arguments. Nursi emphatically denied that he was starting a 
new Sufi tariqa, which was one of the charges laid against him by the 
authorities. In fact he often stated that the time of the classical tariqas had 
ended. But his work is intensely didactic, and is structured so as to be read, 
discussed and acted upon. At the start of his exile Nursi had neither any 
personal resources nor a large body of followers. As the Risale took shape, 
it would be circulated among small groups of local people and then labo
riously transmitted through hand copies, in an early form of samizdat.27 It 
was read by ever-growing numbers of people who connected with its 
message - couched in optimistic, constructive and positive tones — rather 
than with the author. Throughout this period, Nursi, while not being 
completely self-effacing, would encourage his students (for that is what 
he called his readers) to concentrate on the text, and not on its author. 
Inculcating belief in the truth of the Quran and Islam was more important 
to him than the creation of any political movement or party. He saw his 
work as one of infusing a new moral consciousness into, or re-moralizing, 
Muslims as they confronted the tide of aggressive secularism represented 
by the new Turkish state. They could then assist in creating an environ
ment where Islam and its ethic could gradually seep back into the public 
space through the actions of rightly guided people. Their duty was to 
sustain and nourish their belief, and not to confront the far superior force 
of a militantly secular government.

!4
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As their numbers increased, Nursi believed that Muslims’ intensive expo
sure to the Quran and to Islam through his teachings would create a powerful 
momentum and a force for change. It was a brilliant and inspired mechanism 
for ensuring the spread of a message through a wide spectrum of small 
groups - what might be called ‘micro-structures’ - which could coalesce into 
a ‘movement’, but which had none of the hierarchical structures or charis
matic leadership that guide such mass organizations, and no identifiable

feature of the community that Nursi and his followers envisaged. They were 
the most effective and durable methods to ‘re-moralize’ individuals and
communities.

Nursi was not against the secular system per se, which he understood 
to express the state’s neutrality towards contending belief systems. He 
was against a state which was actively and harmfully irreligious - against 
secularism as a cult, or as a religion in its own right. Nursi’s work set the 
stage for the subsequent emergence of Islam as a social and political force 
in Turkey, and tinged it with its characteristic moderation. The Nur 
movement - the name given to the groups following the teachings of the 
Risale - both grew and fractured after Nursi’s death in 1960. But its legacy 
included the rise of powerful civil society organizations such as the educa
tional movement associated with Fethullah Gulen, a Nursi follower in 
his youth. Parts of the Nur movement organized themselves for political 
action, in spite of Nursi’s warnings about the dangers of Islamic political 
parties in an age when society was not yet reconstituted along moral lines.

The Resilience of Islamic Loyalties

In the two decades after the end of the Second World War, the retreat of 
Islam further into the private domain seemed irreversible. The establish
ment of the state of Pakistan in 1947 as a homeland for India’s Muslims 
appeared to reverse the process. After all, here was a state whose entire 
raison d’&tre was the Islamic identity of its people.

‘You have demanded Pakistan on the ground of your being Muslims, 
and on this ground alone,’ said Muhammad Asad, the Austro-Jewish 
convert formerly known as Leopold Weiss, in a radio broadcast on 
Pakistan radio in September 1947.28 The founding of Pakistan was greeted 
by pan-Islamists everywhere as a huge victory heralding the impending 
return of Islam to the public arena. In fact it was nothing of the sort. 
Pakistan soon fell under the sway of the military-bureaucratic-feudal

dasses, and Islamic political parties were left as spoilers and kept outside 
the political process. The Arab world, Iran, and South-East Asia were all 
under the control of leaders and parties who were either indifferent or

Turkey, which had a mild relapse from its harsh policies of secularization 
under the decade-old premiership of Adnan Menderes,29 the relaxation of 
the state’s hostility towards Islam ended in tragedy. Menderes was executed 
after a 1960 coup launched by young army officers.

As the 1960s were drawing to a close, the disjunction between the veri
ties of Islam and the world that modem Muslims were creating seemed to 
put an end to the idea of Islam as a vital world civilization. The developing 
chasm appeared unbridgeable. Traditional Islam seemed relegated to folk 
memory, even though few Muslim states would explicitly acknowledge 
their abandonment of Islam as an element of their identity. The past was 
buried - or at least that was what some of the Islamic world’s most acute
observers said. Enough doubt about Islam had been sown in the minds of 
people that an arch-secularist, Habib Bourguiba, the president of Tunisia, 
could have himself filmed in 1960, in the fasting month of Ramadan, with 
a glass of orange juice in his hand. A particularly bilious article denouncing
Islam appeared in the Syrian military’s magazine in 1969 — something
which had previously been unthinkable. Islam belongs to the museums, the 
author wrote. And, even though the article was followed by disturbances 
and protest and the author (and editor) was jailed, this appeared, to all 
intents and purposes, to be a trial balloon. If the times were not propitious 
for burying a religion which was deemed anachronistic and irrelevant, then 
sooner rather than later such an opportunity would arise again.

Of course, matters did not quite turn out the way the apostles of 
progress and modernity had expected, and for this reason we have to ask 
how, in the space of less than a few years - roughly from the mid-1970s 
onwards - Islam would reappear as possibly the single most significant 
determinant of people’s loyalties and identities throughout the Muslim 
world. The dormant, apparently fatally wounded civilization sprang to life 
in ways that no one had (or could have) foreseen. How could decades of
secularism, military cliques and one-party ideological states, strident 
nationalist propaganda, ruling groups that fancied themselves to be 
modernizing educational systems modelled after the West, and increasing 
integration into world economies - how could all these factors fail to 
create an irresistible momentum, which would mark the death knell for
Islam’s world view?
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The resilience of Islam, after nearly two centuries of unequal engage
ment with the West, escaped many. It was implicit that the juggernaut of 
technology and the West’s preponderance in nearly every field of human 
endeavour would overwhelm the civilizational reality of Islam. ‘Islam as an 
identifiable institutional tradition may not last indefinitely,’ wrote 
Marshall Hodgson at the end of his magisterial work The Venture of Islam, 
published posthumously in 1974. The civilization would be ‘secularized’, 
and would survive as one of the creative sources of a culture where people 
had long ceased being Muslims. The historian Albert Hourani, who was 
more focused on the Arabs than on Islam per se, did not veer too far from
the same conclusion. Islam could not outlast modernity and ultimately
would sink in the face of the new loyalties springing up everywhere. There
was no answer to the challenges of modem times except through the 
framework of the institutions and perspectives of the western world. It was 
in the West that modernity arose, and it was there that the implications of 
modernity on individuals and societies were being addressed.30

Islam suffered consecutive blows in many Muslim lands, in the long 
period which started after the First World War and culminated in the 
1970s. The state was recast in any which form, without any popular sanc
tion. The decision to expropriate agricultural land or to abolish religious 
foundations undermined the economic bases of Islamic institutions. 
Muslims were taught that they were now uniquely Arabs or Turks or 
Iranians and that they should attach greater or even exclusive loyalty to 
these ethnicities, because that was the way into joining the ranks of the 
rich and powerful. Their education would be managed so as to inculcate 
in them the new definitions of citizenship, progress, enlightenment - all 
derived from the prevailing ethos of the advanced countries.

However, the mechanisms for affecting individuals and managing their 
transformation so as to make them fit with the outer schema of things were
both crude and ill-judged. The recovery of Islam in people’s consciousness 
is only partly due to the failure of the systems which replaced the Islamic 
polity - and, later, colonial territories - to offer a modicum of continuity 
and meaning to their populations. More importantly, these systems never 
achieved the desired legitimacy in the minds of Muslims, so as to be able 
realistically to replace the older loyalties. Eighty years of the most intensive 
and determined drive to westernize and secularize Turkey could not erase 
the powerful hold that Islam still has on people’s sensibilities. Egypt-as- 
Europe could not survive the Second World War, and it is now an affecta
tion of a small section of the ruling class. Arab nationalism crashed with the 

defeats of the 1967 war. The Algerian socialist revolutionaries, heroes to the 
entire Third World after their victory in 1962, turned into a corrupt and 
brutal kleptocracy. The Iranian monarchy of the Pahlevis appropriated the 
legacy of ancient Persia to create a new ethos, only to see itself buried by the 
Islamic Revolution of 1979.

Of course, some of the changes that overcame the Islamic world during 
this period have stuck and are now acknowledged as both valid and mean
ingful. The nation-state is unlikely to be replaced as the primary political 
unit for Muslims in the short term. Neither will the heightened awareness 
of ethnic and linguistic differences between Muslims. But these changes 
will all have to contend with the primordial loyalty that individual 
Muslims have clearly demonstrated for Islam. The significance of this is 
clear. The re-evaluation of the premises of life that modernity has imposed 
on Muslims has not yet led to a complete cleavage from that sense of the 
sacred which the allegiance to the religion of Islam implies. The physical 
and spiritual realms that Muslims inhabit cannot be neatly separated, even 
though modem life seems to make it a precondition that the two are kept 
distinct The return of Islam into people’s consciousness, which has been 
dramatically demonstrated since the mid-1970s, should not have been a 
surprise. Islam never left people’s minds. The return was not caused by the 
growth of political Islam or by the Islamists’ coming to power in a number 
of countries. In many ways, political Islam is antithetical to the spiritual
ized individual. It is the individual who has kept open the possibility of 
reaching a new equilibrium in Muslim societies by refusing to acknowl
edge that spiritual impoverishment was a necessary by-product of mate
rial advancement - an equilibrium which did not stray too far from the
spiritual dimensions of Islam.

The French essayist and novelist Julien Benda wrote a short tract in 
1927, entitled La Trahison des clercs (The Betrayal of the Intellectuals), 
about the failure of Europe’s intellectual elites to stem the growth of 
extreme nationalism and militarism in the inter-war years. He accused 
them of abandoning the ideals of their vocation and immersing them
selves in proselytizing through theories of race, nation and class. An equiv
alent charge might easily be laid at the feet of the Muslim intellectual class. 
But the sources of western culture were at best superficially understood by 
this class. There was a constant tension between their adoption of the 
mode of thought and analysis of the occidental mind and the harsh reali
ties of the political, cultural and economic dependence of their countries. 
The drift from Islam was often accompanied by a belated recognition of
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the merits of the civilization itself, especially when Islamic themes of 
justice and equality appeared more reasoned and more certain than their 
western counterparts. Islamic socialism, that strange hybrid which 
achieved a brief prominence in the 1950s and 1960s, was just such an 
attempt to merge a pre-eminently western notion of socialism with Islam’s 
egalitarian drive. Even the great westerniser Taha Hussein would revise 
some of his theories as Europe descended into war, when he took a 
renewed interest in Islam’s potential for human renewal and reform.31

The age when the verities of Islam faced their most concerted questioning 
lasted roughly from the end of the First World War to the mid-1970s. The 
Islamic world was coming under sustained assault from nearly all points of 
the compass. Islamic civilizational space had already been disrupted in the 
nineteenth century by colonial expansion and conquest, and the period after 
the First World War started with the dismantling of its last empire, the 
Ottoman state. In rapid order, the modern world encroached on the minds, 
hearts and perspectives of people. New ways of thinking forced themselves on 
the Muslim mind, eliciting a huge spectrum of responses, from total rejec
tion, to bewilderment, to enthusiastic adoption; It was the likes of Iqbal and 
Said Nursi that strove to redefine the parameters of a response which, they 
believed, was grounded in an authentic understanding of Islam: the heroic 
model of Iqbal’s inspired individual and the re-moralized community of 
Nursi, Both were emblematic of their time. Iqbal sought to regain the 
Muslim’s self-confidence as he or she saw the power and grandeur of the past 
and compared it to the abject realities of the present state of dependency, 
foreign control and marginalization. Nursi confronted a different challenge: 
not so much the enemy without as the enemy within - the cumulative, subtle, 
and not so subtle, pressures to abandon religious faith and belief in Islam as 
either harmful or immaterial to societal advancement into the modern 
world.

The echoes of the crises of those times continue into the present era, but 
the landscape has changed significantly. The ‘-isms’ of those times - 
socialism, communism, nationalism, statism - entered and exited the 
Islamic world, losing their ideological fervour but leaving some traces 
behind. The new pressures, however, would be equally relentless in the 
Islamic world.

CHAPTER 3

The Counter-Revolt of Islam

The poisonous culture of imperialism is penetrating to the depths of towns and 
villages throughout the Muslim world, displacing the culture of the Quran . . .
Invoking Islam and pretending to be Muslims, they [the leaders of Muslim 
states] strive to annihilate Islam, and they abolish and obliterate the sacred 
commands of the Quran one after the other.

Ayatollah Khomeini in a message circulated to pilgrims in February, 1971

The sad dismemberment of Islam’s last universal state, the Ottoman
Empire, followed within fifty years by the dissolution of the European 
colonial empires, completed the transformation of Islam’s political space 
into nation-states. Even though the mass at large continued to have a 
powerful affinity with Islam, it was the ruling and mainly secular elites that 
dominated the new nation-states and their political agendas. Islam was
pushed, at least officially, well into the background. By the end of the 
1950s, the world of Islam appeared to be well on its way towards entering
the final stages of its transformation according to the norms of a modern
izing and industrializing world. The issues were adaptation and adjust
ment Muslims could choose, theoretically at least, their pathway into the 
modern world, but the choice was not one between Islam and the others.
That argument had already been settled - or so it seemed. It was now more 
a matter of which claims would prevail: those of the western democracies, 
the Soviet bloc, or home-grown variants of radical nationalism and 
socialism. Traditional societies were everywhere in retreat.1 Bluntly put, 
Islam was a relic of the past and would survive only as a private faith and



64 The Crisis of Islamic Civilization
The Counter-Revolt of Islam 65

•J

a loose set of moral and ethical principles. ‘Mosque-going’ would follow 
church-going, and Islam would succumb to the laws of social, economic 
and cultural progress.

Islam’s ‘Irrelevance’

It was taken for granted that the Judaeo-Christian tradition framed the 
development of the West and its intellectual tradition, and that the 
modern world was an outcome of this legacy. But in the period leading up 
to the 1970s there was still doubt regarding the possibility of Islam 
accepting the essential changes to its character which modernity implied. 
The traditionalism that was seen to be embedded in Islam’s social,
religious and family structures was too deep and ancient to accommodate 
the demands of modernity. Islam therefore had to be bypassed. Islam was 
thus a phase, and not a platform for the evolution into the modem world 
of those loosely categorized as Muslims.2 Of course, in the titanic struggle 
between the West and the Soviet bloc, the West sought to draw on the 
political support of Islam, which was by definition opposed to the atheistic 
aspects of communism. But this did not deflect from the ultimate fate of 
Islam as a separate pole of power and civilization in its own right. The 
‘clash of civilizations’ would come later.

The post-colonial order bequeathed a series of nation-states in the 
Muslim world that belonged firmly to what was then called the Third 
World. A variety of militant secularists, radical nationalists, revolutionary 
socialists, military dictators and demagogues ruled most of the Muslim 
world. Islam became subsumed into this Third World, or, as Fernand 
Braudel wrote, rather cruelly but accurately, ‘Islam relapsed into that 
inferno or purgatory of living humanity that we euphemistically call the 
Third World’.3 The exceptions were the traditional Arab monarchies and 
the Pahlevi dynasty in Iran. The former had already been consigned to a 
fate of oblivion for its supposed backwardness and obscurantism. The 
Iranian Empire, though, fancied itself as a radical modernizer in the Meiji 
sense, while at the same time embodying the legacy of Iran’s pre-Islamic 
past.

The relationship between Islam and the new radical and modernizing 
ethos was troubling. By the 1970s the myriad Muslim nation-states had 
become far stronger and more centralized. The more radical of them 
were determined to refashion their citizens’ loyalties and identities at 
breakneck speed. They adopted post-war ideologies, mainly derived from

the European left. These were invariably imposed on society at large by a 
dominant intellectual and political class, and were frequently applied coer
cively. Left behind was the moral glue which kept society functioning and 
the inherent heterogeneity - or, in fashionable parlance, pluralism — which 
was a feature of Islamic societies. The drive to impose a particularistic 
non-Islamic, or even un-Islamic, agenda on these new nation-states was 
breathless and sweeping. At first this affected only a small portion of 
society, primarily urban dwellers. Thus the imposition of state ownership 
on huge swathes of the economies of these countries, through nationaliza
tions or expropriations, only affected foreign capitalists and the small 
indigenous business class. Inculcations of the new values of nation, race 
and class through the educational system could not amount to much in 
the short term, given that most people existed as rural dwellers, on the 
margins, and were mostly illiterate. But it was bound to have a cumulative 
effect as more people were drawn into the increasing number of modern 
schools.

The crucibles of wars and of economic, social and cultural struggles, 
extended over a long and continuous period of time, were an absolutely 
essential component of the evolution of modem western societies. These 
ingredients were simply not present in the Muslim world when it was 
subjected to the modernizing schemes of its new elites. The uneven and 
often shallow roots that these notions put down in Muslim societies co
existed uneasily with the patterns of the past. They were neither completely 
rejected nor absorbed constructively, leaving an awkward and barren blend 
of the two worlds as their legacy. This was a far cry from Islam’s creative 
encounter with the Hellenistic and Persian worlds in the early stages of its 
expansion into a world civilization. At the same time, external threats and 
internal failures compounded the sense that the unprecedented changes 
through which Muslim societies were passing were not leading to the 
promised land of material abundance and to the regaining of Muslims’ 
dignity and strength. The secularizing and modernizing experience of the 
early to mid-twentieth century turned out to be a prelude to something 
else. This period, when the transformation of the Islamic world was being 
confidently predicted, was simply an interregnum.

Of course, few people could have predicted the evolution of Islam from 
the 1970s onwards, the resilience of the Islamic world view and the turn to
extreme radicalism. In the interregnum, especially during the period after 
decolonization, political Islam was hardly the force it would later become. 
Even states which were avowedly -Islamic’ - such aS Pakistan, which was
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founded on the theory that the Muslims of India were an identifiable 
nation - were dominated by a secularized elite and by the military. The 
two largest Islamist political parties of the times, the Muslim Brotherhood 
in Egypt4 and the Jama’at Islami in Pakistan,5 did not seriously threaten 
the political order. They may have come close to it in Egypt, but the state’s 
ferocious response after the attempt on the life of the Egyptian leader 
Gamal Abdel Nasser in 1954 effectively removed them for a long time as a 
serious challenge to the military-led regime. There were earlier social
action groups which drew their inspiration, including their political 
ideology, from Islam and from the ideas of Salafist reformers, but their
scope and organization were far more constrained. All these earlier groups 
were studiously non-political, in that they did not directly challenge the 
colonial authorities and were mainly concerned with warding off threats 
to the Islamic identity of their countrymen in the face of colonial deraci- 
nation policies; and with a slackening or loss of religious practice and 
consciousness among them. However, both the Muslim Brotherhood and 
the )ama’at Islami were a new type of political organization. They evolved 
an ideology which was mainly premised on the revival of Sharia as the best 
and surest way to re-establish the primacy of Islam in state and society. 
The antidote to modernism, secularism and nationalism was the return 
of the Sharia as the fulcrum of a revitalized Islamic political world. A call 
for the explicit conjoining of Sharia and state became the foundation of 
the new idea of an ‘Islamic state’. This was one of the key components 
of the worldwide phenomenon that made up the ‘Islamic awakening, 
which has preoccupied the world for the better part of the last thirty years.

The Revolt of Islam

The revolt of Islam — which was in reality more of a counter-revolution 
against the cumulative effects of two centuries of retreat — had been gath
ering momentum during the entire period when Islam’s prospects 
appeared most bleak. At first the revolt unfolded in small increments, but 
later in spectacular fashion. These increments took myriad forms: a 
dramatic popular revolution, reminiscent of the great revolutions of 
history; a successful jihad, which helped to bring down the Soviet super
power; the visible and vocal rejection, by a large number of Muslims, of 
the verities of secular modernity; the sudden reappearance of Islamic 
norms and constructs in the public life of Muslims and Islamic societies. 
Leaders of Muslim states were shocked by the power of this revitalized

Islam and by the threats it posed to the established ruling groups. 
Governments and societies in the West had to contend with it in their very 
midst. Communities which had hitherto remained invisible and were
written off as hopelessly outside the Zeitgeist spran into life with a stun
ning (if often reactionary) vitality. This was especially true of the often 
angry second generation of Muslim immigrants to western Europe, who
had not been or would not be assimilated. The international order was
jolted by the need to accommodate or contain its geopolitical expression. 
But the Islam which emerged had been fundamentally affected by the 
experiences of the past decades.

The hesitant and defensive Islam, which marked the years when all the 
structures of the old Islamic order were being dismantled or challenj
appeared to have altered in unimaginable ways. The image of a Muslim 
world which was thrashing around in order to avoid the fate of irrelevance 
had become established in the West. But within a decade, the entire
perspective would change.

The revolt of Islam which started in the 1970s was the first event that
swept the entire Muslim world since the advent of the modern age. In less 
than a decade it put its mark on nearly every Muslim country, as well as on 
the ever-growing world of Muslims in the West. It was not concentrated in 
one area, neither did it revolve around a single ethnic or linguistic group. 
This was a matter of civilization rather than of nationality or culture. The 
issues that affected each particular component of global Muslim society 
might have been profoundly different, but they had a common unifying 
thread which was played out against a shared background. The accumula
tion of anguish at nearly two centuries of constant retreat and misrule by 
native elites who were disconnected, in fact and spirit, from Islam’s legacy 
burst forth in a number of ways and and through a number of channels.

What appeared to be confusion of thought and a surfeit of reactions was 
in fact the natural response of an intricate system trying to adjust to severe 
external and internal jolts which threatened all aspects of its existence and
survival. The revolt of Islam was partly the result of a new generation’s 
emergence on to the political and social landscape. It looked afresh at 
modernity, western ideology and political notions, and re-read Islam’s
legacy and history. A re-invention of Islam, the better to manage the 
transition of its societies into a position of power and respect in the world, 
was taking place. But this was not, and could not be, a total make-over 
of the civilization, even though the revolutionaries of the time thought 
that it was.6



68 The Crisis of Islamic Civilization
The Counter-Revolt of Islam 69

Islam s developing response was taking place in four distinct arenas: 
ideas; institutions; the social; and the political. In each of these areas, the 
prompting came from the continuing challenges of the modern world and 
at the same time from the internal conditions within Muslim lands them
selves.

The defensive Islam of the interregnum could not offer a basis for 
counter-attack. The call for a return to the faith was an insufficient retort 
to the obvious seeping of vitality, power and authority from the world of 
Islam. Realization of the absence of the divine from modern western expe
rience required a sea change in the perspectives of Muslims, if they were to 
come to terms with its consequences. The self-serving platitude that the 
West was ‘materialist’ while the East was ‘spiritual’ did not offer a 
programme either for material or spiritual advancement. At best, it might 
have encouraged an increased piety or a self-absorbed religiosity. At worst, 
it led to the vague thinking which sought to ‘spiritualize’ western institu
tions without understanding the wellsprings of these institutions and their 
anchoring in the specific historical experience of the West.

To some extent this was recognized by the reformers of the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. They, with only a limited exposure 
to, and understanding of, the West, sought to reinterpret the basis of Islamic 
knowledge and experience so as to come to terms with what they perceived 
to be the West’s strengths: its rationality and science. But the Islamic 
thinkers and reformers of the interregnum were operating in an entirely 
different landscape. They had to contend with ruling classes who were 
committed not only to modernizing but often to westernizing their soci
eties. These elites, unlike those of the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries, mainly rejected the possibility that Islam would provide a gateway 
into the modem world. Moreover, they adopted notions such as nation
alism, both as a governing ideology and as an alternative to the Islamic 
loyalties of their people. Thus the Islamic thinkers of the period of the inter
regnum were doubly challenged. They had to confront both this internal 
reality, where Islam was often rejected as an organizing principle for society, 
and a purely external challenge, which emanated from the western and 
communist worlds.

A Vanishing Vitality

The interregnum thinkers were greatly affected by their direct encounter 
with colonialism and with Marxist determinism. The colonial experience

crystallized the civilizational aspects of the triumph of the West. This 
triumph was seen in stark terms when the realities of conqueror and 
conquered were laid side by side and measured against each other. Islam, 
or at least its civilizational component, was found wanting. This was the 
position of the Algerian thinker, moral philosopher and educationalist 
Malek Bennabi (1905-73). He evolved a complex theory of the rise and fall 
of civilizations and set the West’s dominance over Islam in terms of the
Muslims’ propensity to allow their minds to be colonized — his thesis of 
colonisabilitf.7 Probably more so than any other systematic Islamic thinker 
of the modern period, Bennabi brings the focus of civilizational regenera
tion squarely back to Man as an individual actor and agent. His concerns 
were, unusually, non-political; he was one of the few thinkers of the times 
whose constructs were not directly related to the seizure of political power 
or control of the state. He was the last of the pre-radical thinkers of his 
generation, being overtaken in influence by the rise of the ideologies of 
political Islam and its proponents. Apart from the originality of his 
thought, he stands out among his peers through his willingness to delve 
into individual conduct and perception as a precondition for successful 
societal and cultural regeneration.

According to Bennabi, all civilizations arise as a result of a religious 
principle which articulates the contours of the civilization. Religion organ
izes the vital forces of human beings and moves them from being domi
nated by their animal drives and survival instincts to a level where these 
are tamed under the spiritual domain of religion. In Islam, this phase 
corresponded to the prophetic period and its immediate aftermath. It 
culminated in what Bennabi called the ‘age of the spirit’. As the civilization 
expands, it also increases in complexity and resources, opening the second 
stage of civilizational progress, the ‘age of reason’. This phase weakens the 
original religious impulse, and society begins to lose its commitment to 
the moral precepts of its religious base, even as it extends itself materially 
and intellectually. Nature reasserts its control over the individual and 
society, gradually reducing the civilization’s vitality and leading to its decay 
and retrogression. Societal bonds gradually unravel, ending the civiliza
tional cycle. ‘Intelligence is constantly the function of the spirit: when the 
latter no longer possesses its purity, the former no longer has all its depth,’ 
Bennabi wrote.

Bennabi avers that there are two phases which mark the evolution of 
mankind: the pre-civilizational and post-civilizational. In the former, 
human beings have the potential for creating a civilization, such as the
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pre-lslamic Arabs; in the post-civilizational phase, human beings have 
lost the capacity for civilizational action. Muslims are now in a condition 
where their civilizational power is exhausted. They are entrapped in ‘the 
deadly syllogism “We are Muslims, therefore we are perfect”, which tends 
to sap all perfectibility in the individual by neutralizing in him all concern 
for attaining perfection,’ he wrote.8 Society breeds immobilized individ
uals who are mired in their mediocrity, inaction and pride. These form the 
new moral elite of post-civilizational Islamic man. Moral paralysis leads to 
intellectual paralysis. Thought petrifies ‘in a world which no more reasons, 
since its reasoning has no longer a social object’.9

Bennabi traces back that period of the beginning of the Muslim decline 
to the collapse of the Almohad dynasty (Almuwahidun in Arabic) in North 
Africa and Spain in the eleventh century. That point in time marks an 
inflection in the evolution of Islamic society whereby the civilizational tian 
goes into reverse. Muslims begin to lose their creative vitality, partly 
because of their inordinate success. In some respects Bennabi’s observation 
mirrors Gibbon’s remarks on the decline of the Roman Empire: ‘The 
decline of Rome was the natural and inevitable effect of immoderate great
ness. Prosperity ripened the principle of decay; the cause of the destruction 
multiplied with the extent of conquest; and, as soon as time or accident had 
removed the artificial supports, the stupendous fabric yielded to the pres
sure of its own weight.’10 Bennabi’s thesis is not entirely cyclical, for it 
presupposes that effort would be needed to bring post-civilization man 
back to his pre-civilization potential. The imprint of the great fourteenth
century Muslim philosopher of history Ibn Khaldun is clearly here.

Whatever one thinks of Bennanbi’s theory of the rise and fall of civiliza
tions, it is his assessments as to what the conditions are for Islams 
civilizational revitalization that are the more apt. He establishes a formula 
whereby civilizational action is composed of a triad of elements: the 
human factor; the resources at society’s disposal; and the effects of time. 
The catalyzing agent of all three is the religious drive. Bennabi’s theory 
applies to all civilizations and it presents the Judaeo-Christian tradition as 
the central element of the West’s civilization. The combination of the 
necessary elements for civilizational action becomes inert when a civiliza
tion has lost its catalyzing energy. The loss of the religious drive in Muslim 
societies - specifically, the loss of moral precepts for societal and indi
vidual action - has driven Muslims societies to become entirely dependent 
on the products and processes of other civilizations’ works. Dependence 
and impoverishment are the inevitable consequences.

The building of human relations in functioning societies follows a 
related pattern. The socialized individual - or person (shakhs in Arabic) — 
joins the universe of ideas and matter to form the components of society. 
Bennabi lays a great stress on the endurance of vital ideas as the main 
element in the revitalization of broken societies. He gives as an example 
the rise of Germany from the ashes of war when the element of matter (or 
resources) had been destroyed. However, ideas by themselves are insuffi
cient for the survival of societies if human bonds have been weakened. The 
overwhelming of Muslim Andalusia by the less intellectually developed 
Spanish Catholics was due to the latter’s greater advantage in social 
cohesion. In a most telling metaphor, Bennabi compares modern Islamic 
societies ‘to a rider who has lost control over the stirrup and failed to 
recapture it’. Islamic civilization, he writes,

s

is blown off course by contradictory and conflicting ideas: on the one 
hand, the ideas which put it face to face with the problems of techno
logical civilization without establishing real contacts with the roots of 
that civilization and, on the other, the ideas which link it to its original 
cultural universe without embracing the archetypes of this universe . .

A key element in Bennabi’s construct is the idea of colonisabilite, or 
the propensity to accept uncritically the norms, values and precepts of 
dominant or conquering civilizations. He considers Islamic societies in 
their ‘post-civilization’ phase to be particularly vulnerable to this charge. 
Muslims would not have been so thoroughly imbued with western notions 
had they not already been prone to accept them. Civilizations that are 
overwhelmed have already been defeated before the direct encounter with 
the dominant powers ever takes place. Their vitality has been lost and they 
are easy prey. The dominant civilization need not actually embark on 
physical conquest to achieve its objectives. The colonized society and, 
more importantly, the colonized individual have succumbed to the norms
of the conqueror, often with little or no resistance.

Bennabi was, of course, greatly influenced by the Algerian experience, 
but his thesis is presented as a universally valid construct. Nevertheless, 
Bennabi was not uniformly pessimistic about the future of Islamic civiliza
tion. The seeds of rebirth were scattered, but they often fell on ill-prepared 
ground. The efforts of the nineteenth-century reformers and modernizers 
have left little of consequence, but at least they kept open the possibilities 
for reversing the process. ‘The reformist movement did not know how to
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transform the Muslim soul or to translate into reality the “social function" 
of the religion [but] it did succeed in breaking the static equilibrium of 
the [post-civilization Muslim] epoch,’ he wrote.11 The call to return to the 
pristine past of early Islam did not, however, lead to a return to the 
consciousness of the early Muslims, but to the theologies and disputations 
of medieval Islam. Bennabi also had profound observations to make on 
the culture of rights and demands which had displaced the sense of duty 
and obligations inherent in Islam. Even projects that may appear to entail 
a ‘return’ to Islamic life, such as the call to reinstate the Sharia, are couched 
as political demands, irrespective of whether the individual applies the 
conditions of Sharia to his or her own conduct. The Muslim world
becomes denuded by grand schemes and projects which are then 
expressed as political demands, while the need is for a series of smaller, 
even personal, changes in perspective and behaviour which may collec
tively produce an environment more conducive to societal regeneration.

It is from this perspective that Bennabi presents his proposals for the 
recreation of the moral Islamic person through a broad cultural 
programme. He presents culture as a unifying force which allows entirely 
disparate people to share in a common response to matters that affect 
society at large. He recognized, of course, that the problems of Muslim 
societies are partly caused by the discontinuities which exist between the 
culture of the elites and that of the common man, discontinuities which, 
over time, have widened to the point where the two sets of people inhabit 
different worlds, often not even sharing a common language. Once again, 
his reference point is the North African countries which emerged out of 
the French colonial empires and their Francophone elites. But his argu
ments can easily extend to other parts of the Muslim world, where the 
issues of language and cultural expression have yet to be dealt with.

Bennabi’s sensibilities never reached a wide audience in the Muslim 
world, mainly because his programme was not couched in political terms. 
His concern with the development of an aesthetic sensibility in the Muslim 
mind was lost on his contemporaries. His understanding of work was in 
terms of achievement, pride and excellence. But all this was disconnected 
from the desperate daily grind that most people had to struggle through - 
the stultifying routine of overstaffed bureaucracies, or the mad rush to 
accumulate wealth, legitimately or otherwise, wherever the opportunity 
afforded itself. To him, pride in craftsmanship, deep knowledge of the 
structures of the professions and of the workings of productive organiza
tions, attention to detail and method, diligence and perseverance in appli

cation were the essential preconditions for the successful transplantation 
of modern economies into the Muslim world. But this ran counter to the
mechanistic or credentials-obsessed understanding of work and status 
which permeated the post-colonial Muslim world. Bennabi’s critique was 
exceptionally apt, but it had to fight for attention with an Islamic world 
which was more interested in projects for seizing, through political action, 
the commanding heights of power as a gateway to the civilization’s revival.

The ‘Religious Intellectual’ and the ‘Intellectual of Religion

The growth of the phenomenon of the ‘religious intellectuals’ could also 
be traced to the period of the interregnum. These were individuals who 
combined an abiding interest in Islam as an ideology for change with 
varying degrees of exposure to the West. They stood in contrast to those 
whose training had been in the more traditional routes of the seminaries 
and colleges of Sunni and Shia Islam. Shiism would also feature promi
nently in the eruption of Islam on to the public arena in the 1970s. The 
relationship between the religious intellectuals and the ulema would not 
always be smooth. The traditional ulema saw religious intellectuals mainly 
as interlopers, while the frequently anti-establishment tone of the latter 
often descended into a campaign against the role and power of the ulema. 
This was especially true in Shia Islam, where there was a clear hierarchy of 
religious authority, culminating in the higher ranks of the mujtahids and 
grand ayatollahs. However, at the time when secular governments were in 
control in many countries across the Muslim world, rivalries were buried 
in the face of a common enemy. A few of the traditionally educated ulema 
would embrace the generally uncomfortable intermingling of western 
thought into the categories of Islam, while an even smaller number of the 
religiously minded intellectuals would carve out a privileged status for the 
traditional scholars in their vision of a revived and purified Islam. Later, 
when Islam would be a far more prevalent consideration in the public 
sphere, these latent conflicts would break out, often in a violent and even 
bloody denouement.

Both these currents, however, developed a treatment of the issues that 
faced Islam in ways that were novel and appealing to the newly literate and 
urbanizing classes in the Muslim world. Unlike Bennabi, whose theory of 
civilizational cycles did not look for its origins or justification in doctrinal 
Islam, the new order of religious intellectuals sought to connect their 
expositions to the doctrinal creeds of Islam and to novel readings of
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formative events in Islamic history that could be used to illustrate or 
confirm their views. The radical ulema, on the other hand, re-read the 
corpus of Islamic doctrine in order to deduce from it principles which 
could be classified as ‘modern’ and which could therefore increase Islam’s 
appeal to the secularized or secularizing classes.

In the world of the Shia, the figures of Ali Shari’ati (1933-77) in Iran
and Ayatollah Baqir al-Sadr (1935-80) in Iraq represent the twin poles of 
the modern educated intellectual: Shari’ati blended Islam and radical
western social and political theory into a new amalgam, whereas al-Sadr 
was the traditionally educated seminarian trying to come to terms with 
ideologies of the period and defuse their appeal within an Islamic frame
work. Shari’ati died in mysterious circumstances in London in 1977, a few 
months before the start of the cataclysm which would turn into the 
Iranian Revolution, while Ayatollah Baqir al-Sadr was murdered in 1980, 
a year after the triumph of the Iranian Revolution.

In the world of Sunni Islam, the most potent of the religious intellec
tuals was Sayyid Qutb (1906-66), held by many to be the inspiration 
behind the radicalization of political Islam and the birth of the jihadi 
culture. Qutb became the chief spokesman for the Muslim Brotherhood 
after its suppression in 1954, and continued as its main pamphleteer and 
ideologue until his execution in 1966.

Prior to the 1980s, when political Islam became divided along sectarian 
lines, there was a great deal of intermingling of Shia and Sunni modernist 
thought, with little of the sectarian tensions that would emerge later. There 
was a common enemy: the centralized, secularized state, whether it was 
militarily dominated, an absolute monarchy, or a dithering traditional 
order. The writings of Qutb and Abul A’ala Maududi (1903-79), of India 
and then Pakistan, were an important inspiration for the nascent Shia 
Islamist movement; as were those of Baqir al-Sadr and Shari’ati before the 
division of political Islam into its Shia and Sunni components.

All these thinkers were attempting to come to grips with the political 
dimensions of Muslims’ relative powerlessness and with the deep sense of 
injustice that was festering behind the authoritarian surface of Muslim
countries. Most of them did not really understand the dynamics of change 
in western societies, and by the time Islam supposedly caught up with 
one western system the world would have moved on to another set of 
concerns. A game of catching up is an enduring feature of Islam’s 
encounter with the prevalent ethos of the western world. There is a dated
ness that is clearly apparent in much of the writing of this period.

Nevertheless, the views of these authors were held in high esteem by their 
audiences in the urban centres of the Muslim world, including young 
Muslims. They were on much surer grounds, though, when they dealt with 
the ailments of their own societies and when they drew on Islam’s history 
and doctrines to buttress their arguments.

Ali Shari’ati, a graduate of the French university system, was deeply 
influenced by the writings of the anti-colonialist Franz Fanon, together 
with the works of the existentialist philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre and his 
former communist professor of sociology, Georges Gurvitch.12 Returning 
to Iran in 1964, Shari’ati taught at various universities, but his principal 
platform was the Ershad husseiniya (meeting hall) in Tehran, where he 
lectured regularly to a packed audience on Islam, on modernism and on an 
unorthodox interpretation of Shia doctrines. Shari’ati’s principal method 
was to use the pathos inherent in the Shia traditions of martyrdom 
and suffering and to relate them to the striving for justice and equality 
found among the disadvantaged in Iran and elsewhere. He related 
key events, episodes and heroes of Islam — especially Shia Islam — which 
resonated with the public at large, to modern ideological theories, mainly 
radical or utopian. Thus his book on the Prophet’s companion, Abu Dharr 
al-Ghaffari, was to turn this ascetic and pious man into a paragon of 
utopian socialist action, who did not flinch from speaking the truth in the 
face of power. He used the pattern of the life of the Prophet’s daughter, 
Fatima, as a way of introducing the idea that women’s rights and empower
ment were central concerns of true Islam.

Shari’ati also tried to link the reactionary aspects of clerical power in 
Iran to the idea that there were two distinct phases of Shiism (and, by 
inference, of Islam as a whole). The first was the true Islam, associated with 
the model of Ali, the Prophet’s cousin and son-in-law and the first of the 
Imams of the Shia; and so-called Safavid Shiism, which Sharfati related to 
the seizure of Shia Islam by the clerical classes in alliance with the Safavid 
dynasty. The latter introduced Shiism, forcibly, as the state religion of Iran 
in the sixteenth century. Shari’ati narrative suggested an ideal Islam of the 
early period and a deviant Islam, associated with abusive power and 
control by usurpers. In some ways, this narrative followed the Sunni Salafi 
call for a return to the ways of the early pioneers of Islam, as a precondi
tion for purifying’ it from its unacceptable accretions. But Shari’ati was far 
more influenced by Marxism than he let on, and this infused into his 
utopian Islam a clear inclination in favour of revolutionary struggle 
against the rich and powerful.
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However, Shari’ati encroached on dangerous territory and his writings 

strayed too far from conventional Shia positions. There was an unmistakable 
residue of distaste for the Shia religious hierarchy, which he had implicitly 
held responsible for the decline of the vital spirit of Islam. Several of Iran’s 
ayatollahs issued fatwas against him - but not, significantly, Ayatollah 
Khomeini; they accused him of un-Islamic writing and supported the 
authorities’ actions against him and the closure of the Ershad meeting hall.13 
The hierarchy had closed ranks against an interloper, and, even though 
Shari’ati was posthumously rehabilitated after the Iranian revolution, he still 
remains a controversial figure in the world of reformist Shia Islam. In the 
final analysis, Shari’ati could not challenge the guardians of the faith, partly 
because he was unskilled and without the appropriate credentials in the 
doctrines of Shia Islam.

The other attempt at affirming the significance of Islam in a modem 
context came from the opposite end of the spectrum: that of the religious 
authority trying to refute the truth and the appeal of the ideologies of the 
time by subjecting them to a critical analysis, based on an Islamic argumen
tation. Such was the method of Ayatollah Baqir al-Sadr in Iraq, a precocious 
and original thinker whose education was undertaken entirely within the 
traditional seminary or hawza.14 The rise of communist movements in Iraq 
was seen as a dangerous threat to the Shia masses, whose recent urbanization 
made them a prime target for intellectuals preaching the doctrines of libera
tion through class struggle. Al-Sadr’s main focus was the educated youth, 
whose drift towards ideologies other than Islam he sought to reverse. His 
works, especially his critique of communism and capitalism in Iqtisaduna 
(The Islamic Economy) and Falsafatuna (The Islamic Idea), had a profound 
influence on the generation who came of age in the 1960s and 1970s. In these 
works al-Sadr deconstructed Marxism and capitalism and sought to demon
strate their inability to produce a just and equitable society, which only Islam 
could do. His analysis of liberal capitalism and communism was based on the 
sources available to him: mainly an inadequate set of indifferently translated 
works of the western classics of philosophy and political economy. The hawza 
in Iraq simply did not have the intellectual means to examine systematically 
the contents of western thought in all its variety and complexity. This 
shows through quite painfully in al-Sadr’s work But he did succeed - and 
brilliantly - in breathing new life into Islamic categories of thought and 
doctrine on important principles of political economy and moral philosophy.

Al-Sadr’s treatment of property rights, economic relations and the 
nature of the just society, income and wealth distribution, the factors of

production, and finance and interest, was unique up to a point. It consti
tuted a towering achievement in bringing Islamic thought to bear on the 
understanding of the modern world. But, in as much as it was pioneering 
and fecund when seen in an Islamic context, it was insufficient as a critique 
of modem thought. The relative isolation of al-Sadr from the world’s 
centres of intellectual activity and his dependence on translations and indi
rect assessments show through in his work. Al-Sadr was not hounded by 
the religious establishment, partly because of his lineage and impeccable 
seminary credentials. But the hierarchy did look askance at his works, 
seeing in them a drift from the traditional concerns of the grand ayatollahs. 
Even so, al-Sadr had enormous impact on the religiously minded youth and 
inspired a large number of people into religious activism and into Islamist 
politics. He was arrested and executed by the Baath authorities in 1980, a 
few months before the outbreak of the Iran-Iraq war.

The Spread of Islamism

The spread of these early Islamist ideas and doctrines was facilitated by the 
increasing literacy, but also by their authors’ skilful use of both traditional 
institutions and the new universities for the diffusion of their version of

I
litical Islam. Maududi’s party, Jama’at Islami, was frequently in conflict

with the Pakistan authorities and was shut down from time to time.
Maududi himself was put in jail several times. But Pakistan’s censorship 
rales were generally lax, and its political persecutions were short-lived. 
Maududi’s ideas could circulate freely and were not proscribed as such in 
Pakistan. The Jama’at Islami party was the main instrument for the prop-
agation of Maududi’s thought to Urdu speakers. His writings were 
translated into all the major languages of Islam, where they became a 
cornerstone of modern Islamist thought.15 Their impact was especially 
Qgmfirant among Arabic speakers.

The situation with the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt was far more 
uncertain. Following the execution of Sayyid Qutb in 1966, a large number 
of the Brotherhood’s stalwarts left Egypt for Saudi Arabia and North Africa,
especially Algeria. In the case of Saudi Arabia, the policies of Kin; Faisal
we decidedly in favour of pan-lslamic causes. King Faisal himself was a 
pions, even ascetic, Muslim. But equally important factors behind Saudi 
Wiifc Islamic policies were the dangers from aggressive Arab nationalist 
doctrines and threats emanating from Nasser’s Cairo. Nasser had dispatched 
an Egyptian military expeditionary force in support of the republican side 
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in the Yemen civil war. The long-established monarchy had been over
thrown by a military coup in 1962. The Saudis viewed the presence of an 
Egyptian army in the Arabian peninsula as a direct threat to their stability 
and countered by increasing their support for Egyptian Islamic activists
and for the writings of the main Sunni Islamic thinkers. The Muslim
Brotherhood members who went to Saudi Arabia were especially active in 
the new universities and in the secondary schools, where a large number 
found jobs as teachers and instructors. In its modem form in Saudi Arabia,
political Islam could be traced to the arrival there of a number of the 
Muslim Brotherhood’s senior leaders in the 1960s and 1970s.16

The situation in North Africa was somewhat different. The ‘Arabization’
campaigns of the post-independence states of North Africa sought to 
rectify a dangerous imbalance caused by the Francophone educational 
policies of the former colonialist authorities. The campaign required the 
import of a large number of Arabic-speaking teachers from the eastern 
Arab lands. This was especially the case in Algeria, where the French had 
been most determined to reduce Arabic to a secondary status. Teachers 
were recruited into the educational systems of these countries from as far 
away as Iraq, but mainly from Egypt. A good percentage of the teachers 
brought in from Egypt was connected to the Muslim Brotherhood in one 
way or another. These teachers would provide an important platform for 
the propagation of Islamist ideas into the North African milieu in the 
period of the 1960s and 1970s.17

In the Shia world, the hawza, the traditional scholarly circles of learned 
ayatollahs, constituted the most important vehicle for the dissemination of 
Islamist ideas held by the politically oriented ayatollahs. In Iraq, the advent 
of the Baath Party to power in 1968 put an end to the open discussion of 
Islamist ideas in the hawza, and political Islamists of all stripes were 
aggressively targeted and frequently murdered. Ayatollah Khomeini, who 
was in exile in Iraq for most of the 1960s and 1970s, limited his political 
works to theoretical jurisprudential and theological discussions on the
nature of Islamic government. In Iran, the situation was somewhat less 
repressive. Although the Shah had declared war on ‘black’ (that is, clerical) 
reaction as part of his White Revolution of modernization,18 his secret 
police were more concerned with the threat emanating from the Marxist 
left. Politically oriented ayatollahs such as Taleqani and Mottahari were 
allowed some leeway for expressing their views, in between bouts of 
arrests. They were able to meet with a select group of their students or 
more openly, in the Shia meeting halls, the Husseiniyas.

The period which preceded the global upsurge in Islam was also one 
which saw for the first time a serious attempt to modernize the interpreta
tion of the Quran - the so-called science of tafsir. A re-reading of the foun
dational text of Islam in the light of contemporary conditions became 
essential for Islamists, mainly in order to provide Quranic sanction for 
their projects of social and political reform.19 These tafsirs fell into a 
number of broad categories. The first was the reading of the Quran which 
emphasized Islam’s role as a catalyst of social change; this was a form of 
‘liberation theology’ best exemplified by the multi-volume work of Sayyid 
Qutb, which was written mainly in prison and entitled Fi Dhilal al-Quran 
(In the Shade of the Quran). This work was not in the line of the Salafist 
exegesis produced by Rashid Ridha’s al-Manar newspaper in the earlier 
parts of the century, which revolved around the harmony between Islam, 
science and reason.20 Qutb’s exegesis was far more political in intent and 
was meant to seek Quranic sanction for fighting tyranny and to confirm 
Qutb’s main contribution to Islamic political theory — namely the concept 
of the jahili society (literally, the ignorant or pagan society). This was 
essentially the diametrical opposite of Islamic society, one which every 
believer would be obliged to struggle against. Qutb extended the scope 
of the jahili society beyond its historical and religious understanding of 
pre-lslamic Arabia, to include not only western societies but also secular 
Arab and other nominally Muslim states. Qutb’s radical re-reading of the 
Quranic text was profoundly significant for the burgeoning Islamist move
ment. It anchored its political certainties in the ineffable text of the Quran 
and gave it a legitimacy in the eyes of the wider Muslim public which the 
movement would not have enjoyed otherwise.

Another category of tafsirs included the rationalist interpretations or 
explanations of the Quran, such as the The Message of the Quran, possibly 
the most influential of the interpretations of the Quran in English.21 This 
text was written by Muhammad Asad, whose interpretation of the Quran 
was greatly influenced by the rationalist (Mutazila) school in classical Islam 
and by the great classic tafsir associated with al-Zamakhshari. It was, never
theless, an innovative attempt to convey a rationalist interpretation of the 
Quran in a more accessible and persuasive way to modem readers. Asad’s 
work had royal patronage. In 1963, Prince Faisal (later king) of Saudi Arabia 
instructed the Saudi-linked Muslim World League to subscribe in advance 
to Asad’s translation. However, even before its full publication in 1980, the 
translation and commentary fell foul of the ulemas of Saudi Arabia. In 1974, 
on the basis of a number of already translated sections of the Quran, Asad’s
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efforts were denounced on the grounds that they were too metaphorical and 
modernist. The ulema banned the book’s circulation in Saudi Arabia. It was 
left to Saudi Arabia’s oil minister, Ahmad Zaki al-Yamani, to come to the 
rescue of Asad’s crowning life achievement. Yamani, a personal friend and 
admirer of Asad, bought nearly 25,000 copies of Asad’s translation and 
commentary, filling the gap that was left when the Muslim World League 
failed to meet its commitment to purchase these copies. Asad’s translation 
and commentary had wide appeal among English-speaking Islamic activists, 
especially in Europe, South Asia and Malaysia.

The Re-Emergence of Islam

Ideas and textual re-readings, in and of themselves, do not produce epoch- 
making changes. The potential for revolt in the world of Islam against the 
traumatic changes of the past century and a half might have always been 
there, but it took a series of powerful changes to make this revolt explicit. 
The dethroning of prevailing ideologies and systems required an explicit 
manifestation of their failure before their wholesale abandonment by 
the people at large. Something of this kind happened with the catastrophic 
defeat of the combined Arab armies of Egypt, Syria and Jordan by Israel 
in the 1967 war. While the immediate outcome was a shrill insistence on 
the continuation of the struggle and a temporary upsurge in the appeal of 
revolutionary movements, the effect on the Muslim world was a thorough 
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discrediting of the claims of nationalism and socialism as organizing pnn- 
ciples of Muslim states and societies. The systems which prevailed in the 
defeated Arab states professed the very same nationalism and socialism that 
had been seen earlier as the gateway to modernizing and re-empowering 
the Arabs. Islam loomed as the only credible alternative. In one state 
after another, the 1970s saw the demise of radical socialist or nationalist 
governments. Egypt’s Anwar Sadat drew on Islamic political movements as 
part of his campaign to eliminate the remnants of Nasserism; the populist 
Bhutto was hanged in Pakistan by a military dictator bent on Islamizing the 
country; while Turkey’s descent into near civil war in the 1970s between the 
extreme left and right drove the army, the bastion of the secular establish
ment, to open the way for a guarded re-entry of Islam into the political 
sphere. However, what shifted the balance in the Muslim world towards an 
open association of the modern state with Islam was the Iranian revolution 
of 1979, which installed an avowedly Islamic republic as the model of 
government

A rapidly expanding population, urbanization, increased literacy, 
growing income disparities between and within Muslim states, and an 
exploding oil price all played their part in setting the stage for the re- 
emergence of Islam on to the public arena. But it was a fundamentally 
different Islam from the one which had virtually disappeared in the post- 
Second World War era. The failure of transplanted western institutions
and ideologies to set abiding roots in the Muslim world was clear, but the 
effects of decades of rapid fire change could not be easily dispelled.

For a brief moment after the success of the Iranian revolution a possible 
future beckoned, built around the experiences, nascent institutions and 
ideology of the revolution. In its early days, the Iranian Revolution tran
scended its exclusive association with Shiism. Not only Islamic activists of 
all stripes, but revolutionaries such as the PLO leader Yasser Arafat flocked 
to Tehran. The septuagenarian Ayatollah Khomeini became an iconic 
figure, with his ubiquitous visage replacing the radical heroes of bygone 
years. But the coalition that drove the shah out of the country fell apart as 
the Shia religious hiearchy asserted its control under the leadership of 
Ayatollah Khomeini. While in exile in Iraq, the Ayatollah had extended the 
principles for the rule of the jurisprudent in an Islamic government, which 
was a radical departure from Shia theology and Muslim political thought. 
The Iranians voted for a constitution that gave supreme power to the 
jurisprudent, Ayatollah Khomeini, and they created new institutions 
which solidified the power of the religious hierarchy over the state. The 
Council of Guardians, the Council of Legal Mediation, the status of Rehber 
or supreme religious authority were all drastic innovations in statecraft. 
There was no precedent for them, but, for a while, they appeared to be 
the structures of the type of government that Muslims were thought to
yearn for.

However, Islam was not to be defined by the rulings of a mujtahid (Shia 
senior cleric), irrespective of his power and authority in his own land. The 
Iranian Revolution, which sought to present itself as an Islamic, and not a 
purely Shia revolution, was quickly typecast as in fact just that. After all, it 
derived its ultimate authority not from God but from the hidden Twelfth 
Imam of the Shia, through his authorized agents: the Shia circle of learned 
mujtahids. The Shia hierarchy, which had maintained some of its vigour 
although it was declining during the last years of the Pahlavi dynasty, had 
no counterpart in the Sunni world. The al-Azhar University of Cairo, the 
classical source of authority of Sunni Islam, had been emasculated by Nasser 
and could in no way provide the ideological or theological counterweight
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to the nascent world of revolutionary Shia Islam. It was left to the Saudi 
clerical establishment, built on the bedrock of Wahhabi thinking, to galva
nize the Sunni world by way of a contribution to the revolt of Islam. The 
opportunity afforded itself shortly after the Iranian Revolution.

The Islamic centenary fell in November 1979, which coincided with 
the beginning of the fourteenth century in the Islamic calendar. On 
20 November 1979, a large group of religious zealots, fired by a deep hatred 
for the Saudi royal family and for the evils perceived to beset Saudi society, 
seized control over Islam’s most sacred site, the sanctuary and mosque 
of the Kaaba in Mecca.22 They proclaimed the imminent coming of the 
Mahdi, the Redeemer, and they confronted the Saudi state with its gravest 
internal crisis for several decades. After several days of intense fighting, the 
rebels were overwhelmed and a large number of them executed. Most of 
the leaders of the rebellion had studied or had been trained under the aegis 
of the senior Wahhabi cleric Bin Baz. The Saudi authorities had to obtain a
fatwa from Bin Baz before they could enter the mosque to confront the 
rebels. The formal recognition by the Saudi royal family of its dependence 
on the Wahhabi ulema class to fend off challenges to its legitimacy altered 
the balance of power inside Saudi Arabia in a fundamental sense.

In a quid pro quo for their support in ending the siege of the sacred 
mosque, the Wahhabi clerics were now empowered with near-total control 
over Saudi educational and social policy, and were provided with the means 
to carry the Wahhabist message worldwide. ‘The royal family had to promise 
the clerics that it would reverse the slow modernization that had been 
occurring in the kingdom up until then. The royals fulfilled their promise. 
In the weeks after the siege ended, female newscasters were taken off televi
sion; the enforcement of the ban on alcohol became much more severe.’23

Within a matter of a few years, fuelled by the hundreds of millions of 
dollars that the Saudi treasury was giving them, the Wahhabi version of 
Islam began to be spread wherever Saudi money could reach. In a very 
short period of time, a marginal splinter group in Sunni Islam became its 
defining theology. The virulent hatred of the Shia which Wahhabi Islam 
harboured could now be used to put a stop to the conceit that the Iranian 
revolution was pan-Islamic and not irredeemably sectarian in character. At 
another level, the spread of Wahhabi and neo-Salafi thought became the 
main ideological drive behind the Afghan war of resistance against the 
Soviet occupation. Jihad could now be safely undertaken well away from 
Saudi Arabia, proving Wahhabism’s commitment to one of the main 
pillars of Islam without threatening the stability and security of the Saudi
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royal family. ‘The Saudis were all too happy to redirect the zeal of 
Juhayman’s [the leader of the rebels] sympathizers toward a new enemy — 
the godless Russians.’24

There were signs of a resurgent Islam everywhere else in the Islamic 
world. In the 1980s Algeria, the bastion of revolutionary socialism, was 
swept with riots which set the stage for the emergence of the mass Islamist
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political party, the FIS (the Islamic Salvation Front). This party nearly 
achieved power when about to win the elections of 1992. But the army 
cancelled the elections, an event that sparked a decade-long civil war in 
which over 150,000 people lost their lives. Egypt was racked with an 
Islamist insurrection in the 1990s. The perennial problem of the Egyptian 
state - how to contain the power of the Muslim Brotherhood — became 
more acute as the Brotherhood was clearly the most popular political 
movement. This problem also migrated to Jordan, where the authorities 
had to manipulate the electoral results in order to deny power to the 
Brotherhood’s offshoot. The newly independent Muslim states of the 
former Soviet Union were also confronted with the rise of Islam after
decades of near extinction. Indonesia, Malaysia, Pakistan — all had to 
contend with societies which were more avowedly Islamic in customs and
norms.

Most of the twentieth century now appears to have been a period during 
which Islam awaited the right set of conditions for its resurgence. But that 
resurgence did not bring forth the reality of a new order. Islam burst out 
of its confinement as an elemental, even inchoate, force, flying in every 
direction and trying to seek its balance. Nationalism and socialism may 
have been forced into retreat, but the modern world was not relinquishing 
its hold over large parts of the elites of Muslim societies. Neither was polit
ical Islam speaking in one voice: it had split into opposing Shia and Sunni 
camps, and these were feeding the fires of sectarianism in a far more viru
lent form than had ever been experienced before. At the same time, Islam’s 
reappearance as a guiding principle in state and society obliged Muslims to 
confront a whole multitude of fundamental issues, which were covered up 
when the reins of power were in the hands of others. Civilization had to be 
recast in a landscape where the preceding century and a half had created 
new realities in self, society and the state. The footprints of modernity — 
and the bungled attempts to come to terms with it - were everywhere in 
Islamic society. The ethics and values of Muslims were undoubtedly 
affected by secularism and the consumer culture. The institutions of state 
and government were recast in forms which the rest of the world could 
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understand and relate to. The economies and markets of Muslim countries 
were drawn into the global system of trade, investment and finance. The 
educational institutions were all based on western paedagogical models. 
The nuclear family and the modem workplace affected traditional ideas of 
gender and family. New problems of urban chaos, overpopulation and 
environmental degradation were added to the unremitting poverty and 
backwardness in which most Muslims lived.

The third age of Islam’s fateful encounter with modernity had begun.

CHAPTER 4

Disenchanting the World

If Muslims really want an Islamic social order, then they must examine every 
aspect of modern life from the perspective of Islam and make necessary correc
tions ... Then they should integrate the new knowledge into the corpus of the 
Islamic legacy by eliminating amending reinterpreting and adapting its 
components according to the world view of Islam.

Mahathir bin Muhammad, Prime Minister of Malaysia, speaking at the Third 
International Conference on Islamic Thought, Kuala Lumpur, May 1984

At the beginning of the 1970s, modem urban societies in most Islamic 
countries had become indistinguishable from their counterparts in other 
developing countries. Amongst the elites, the wealthy and most of the 
middle classes, the lifestyles and, increasingly, the mores of the West 
prevailed. By the end of the decade, however, everything had changed. The 
world watched the astounding spectacle of hundreds of thousands of men 
and women, induding legions of chador-wearing women, joining in 
marches and demonstrations which called for the overthrow of a western
izing shah. Iran under the shah’s autocratic rule was assumed to have joined 
the irresistible march to modernity. But re-Islamizing society was not 
simply a matter of changing one’s dress, or of using Islamic inflections in 
one’s speech. The Shia Islamic revolutionaries of Iran and the ascendant 
Salafis/Wahhabists of the Sunni world shared at least one thing in common. 
Political power had to be actively used in order to reverse, or at least halt, 
the spread of secular modernity. Islamizing society and its individuals 
became a matter of minds and hearts. Muslims had to be taught to think
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as Muslims before they could be expected to act as Muslims. The 1980s 
represented the age of the great cultural revolutions in the world of Islam

Reworking States and Societies

The successful Iranian Revolution in 1979 handed power not only to the 
traditional clerical classes under the leadership of Ayatollah Khomeini, but 
also to a number of ‘religious intellectuals’ who, at least in the early days, 
were given the task of remaking Iran’s cultural, mass-media and educa
tional policies within a new Islamic framework. Iran’s universities, which 
were seen as a hotbed of the revolution’s erstwhile leftist and liberal allies,
were all closed in 1980, in preparation for their re-opening under a new 
Islamic dispensation. The closure of the universities was preceded by a 
speech by Ayatollah Khomeini where he attacked the universities’ previous 
secular bent. Khomeini spoke of ‘the need for a fundamental revolution in 
all universities throughout the country’ and called for ‘a purging of the 
universities of professors affiliated to the West or the East... and turning 
universities into a healthy environment for the flourishing of sublime 
Islamic sciences’. He then added: ‘We are not afraid of economic sanctions 
or military intervention. What we are afraid of is western universities and 
the training of our youth in the interests of West or East [the communist 
bloc].’1 The Committee for the Islamization of Universities was formed 
with the task of supervising this process. In its early days the committee 
included individuals such as Abd el-Karim Soroush, who later went on to 
become a fierce critic of clerical rule and of the authoritarian direction of 
the Islamic Republic.2 Hundreds of professors were purged in this cultural 
revolution, and liberal and leftist student organizations were all closed or 
forced to go uderground. The committee reported to a higher govern
mental body, the Cultural Revolution Headquarters, which supervised 
other initiatives for the Islamizing of society, including the formulation of 
acceptable dress codes for women, the expansion of the Islamic content 
of the media, and an increased use of Arabic and Quranic terms in the
educational system.

In Saudi Arabia, the 1980s saw an increasingly conservative environment 
accompanying the defeat of the extreme Wahhabist insurgents who had 
occupied the Grand Mosque in Mecca. The authorities were determined 
to counter the widespread appeal of the insurgents’ message regarding the 
profligacy of the ruling family and the supposed social laxity which followed 
in the wake of the explosive development of the Saudi economy in the 

1970s. However, the emphasis in Saudi Arabia was on the enforcement of 
a rigid and doctrinal version of Islam, which emphasized conformity and 
extreme social conservatism rather than the search for a new Islamic vitality. 
The 1980s saw a rollback of whatever limited freedoms had been granted to 
women in earlier periods. For example, the need for females to be accompa
nied by a male relative as their guardian when they travelled abroad, a 
rule which had been overlooked in the past, once more became mandatory. 
This drastically reduced the number of females studying abroad on scholar
ships. Governmental support and funding for the religious police — the 
mutaw’a - greatly increased during this period. The remit of this body 
extended beyond the previously limited functions of ensuring that men 
attended the ritual public prayers; the religious police now acquired broad 
powers to monitor and control all aspects of public behaviour. The Saudi 
clerical class of the senior Wahhabi ulema was given a near-sacrosanct status, 
arid the government would allow no serious opposition to their rulings. The 
religious content of the national curriculum was expanded even further, 
and theological studies in the Wahhabist tradition were encouraged in the 
universities. An army of graduates in religious studies flooded into a work
force which had no particular need for their skills, in ah economic envi
ronment which was severely affected by the collapse in oil prices during 
most of the 1980s. Many of them were then encouraged by their clerical 
mentors, and even by the government, to find an outlet for their energies 
and ideals in the jihad of Afghanistan.

In Pakistan, Islamization was a central feature of the policies of the mili
tary dictator Zia ul-Haq, who had come to power in a coup in 1977. 
Shortly afterwords, Zia’s predecessor (whom Zia had deposed), namely the 
former Prime Minister of Pakistan, Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto, a secular populist
politician, was tried and hanged for murder in April 1979. Zia’s Nizam-e 
Islam (Islamic Order), which he first promulgated in December 1978, 
represented a concerted effort to redefine Pakistan’s judicial inheritance.3 
Pakistan, like India, used English common law as the basis for its legal
system - a legacy from the days of the Raj. Through a series of ordinances 
which introduced the so-called Hudud laws, Pakistan’s penal codes were
now amended to bring them (purportedly) in conformity with the Sharia. 
This affected punishments for crimes all across the board, from theft
and adultery to alcohol consumption. The law concerning evidence was 
altered in ways which affected women’s rights. In addition, to curse the 
Companions of the Prophet or to show disrespect for the Prophet and 
his Household became criminal offences. Followers of the Ahmadi sect, a
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nineteenth-century offchoot of Islam, were declared non-Muslims. A 
Federal Shariat Court was established in 1981, with ulema as full-time 
judges. A number of Islamizing measures affected the banking system, for 
instance, the formal abolition of bank interest as a form of usury (riba), 
but this was circumvented by the banks’ rebranding of‘interest’ as ‘profit’, 
an obvious subterfuge.

But the process of Islamizing society by enforcing Sharia-based laws 
began to founder when zakat, the Islamic wealth tax, was introduced in a
form which was not acceptable to the Shia Muslims of Pakistan. These 
represented about 20 per cent of the populaton. By politicizing the juridical 
differences between two main branches of Islam, the Zia Islamization
reforms increased the tensions bewteen Shias and Sunnis. The reforms
lacked a legtimizing consensus. The Shias and the Sunnis were not the only 
components of society which did not see eye-to-eye on all these reffoms. 
Many in the professional middle classes, trained as they were in the secular 
system, would also not adjust to, or accept, the new Islamic order.

De-Sacralizing Islam

Throughout the 1980s, one Muslim country after another began to adopt 
Islamizing policies, partly in recognition of the rising significance of 
Islamic loyalties and partly because the resurgent Islamic political move
ments could be useful as allies to the ruling groups in domestic power 
struggles. The official support and encouragement of Islamizing policies 
created the impression that Muslim countries were embarking on a 
process of reconstructing themselves as consciously Islamic societies. 
However, the reality of decades of Islam’s marginalization in public life 
and institutions, and the cumulative effect of modernity and secularism 
on the Muslim mind, could not be erased by top-down Islamizing policies, 
no matter how sweeping or draconian. An entirely different approach was 
needed, one that would aim at nothing less than recovering an Islamic 
perspective as the default position of the average Muslim, as well as of the 
elites and leaders of Islamic society. It was this desire that drove some of 
the best Muslim minds of the 1980s to align themselves to the Islamizing 
policies of receptive governments and to produce the intellectual under
pinnings of the Islamization process.

However, the increasing political assertiveness of Muslims on the world 
stage was not matched by a renewed expression of Islam’s civilizational 
vitality. Muslim societies of the 1980s were still sunk in a deep quandary,

being simultaneously apologetic, defensive, sensitive and nostalgic about 
their legacy and its place in the world. Ever since the nineteenth century, the 
study of Islamic history and society had been dominated by western 
scholars and writers.4 They created narratives and types of Islam that were 
accepted, often uncritically, by their Muslim students and audiences. 
Western analytic methods and systems in historiography, psychology, social 
and political science, and even theology, were brought to bear on key 
aspects of Islam and imposed their own standards and rules of interpreta
tion on it5 Quietly, subtly, Muslims surrendered their own understanding 
of their civilization and their own world view to a jumble of precepts 
defined and elaborated upon by others. Islam increasingly came to be seen 
through the prism of western scholarship and modern concepts. Those 
who sought their own paths of knowledge and understanding of Islam fell 
on the meagre intellectual and educational resources of the Muslim world, 
mired, as most of them were, in a deadening scholasticism. Or they could 
join the ranks of the ever-growing political Islamist movements and take to 
the metaphorical barricades, intellectual or otherwise. The world of Islam, 
indeed the Islamist comprehension of the world, was being de-sacralized 
right in front of the eyes of Muslims, without their full recognition of what 
was happening, and often with their complicity.

By the time of Islam’s counter-revolution, which started in the 1970s, 
the dismantling of the structures of the Islamic world view had been well 
under way for decades. This was particularly true in relation to language, 
the most fundamental building-block of Islamic expression and under
standing. A succession of language reforms in the twentieth century in 
most Muslim countries had ended by decoupling the language of Islam 
from its principal spiritual mooring - that of understanding God’s 
purpose. There were three aspects to this matter.

The first aspect was related to the loss of connotative meaning attached 
to key Arabic words which explained, guided or reflected Man’s spiritual 
quest The second aspect was related to the ‘modernization’ of the Arabic 
language, in reckless abandon of its purpose both as a tool for under
standing the Islamic message and as the vehicle for the culture of Arabs 
and the civilization of Islam. The third aspect was related to the drastic 
overhaul of both the scriptural basis and the contents of non-Arabic 
languages through which Islamic life and civilization were expressed in the 
non-Arab areas of Islam.

This is what happened to the meaning of a number of key words which 
are part of the Arabic of the Quran. There were always two ‘Arabic’
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languages: one was necessary to read and understand the Quran in order 
to uncover the mysteries of the dialogue between God and Man; and the 
other was the language and culture of Arabs and of the civilization associ
ated with Islam when these were expressed through the medium of Arabic. 
Quranic Arabic, in the formulations of Islam, is a sacred language; and, 
although it is clearly the language of the Arabs of Quraish (the Prophet’s 
tribe), it is also the medium through which the Quran was expressed. 
Preserving the integrity of Quranic Arabic is therefore vital in under
standing the spiritual knowledge borne by the Quran.

The degradation of the language of the Arabs has been one of the most 
damaging acts of the Arab cultural modernists. In fact, modern Arabic 
could well be called neo-Arabic - its literary lions having repudiated its 
legacy nearly entirely. ‘Its leaders are for the most part men who have 
drunk from other springs and look at the world with different eyes,’ as the 
great Harvard scholar of Islam, Sir Hamilton Gibb, asserted.6 The willing
ness of the literary elites to break with the extraordinary capacity of the 
language to express ideas and concepts with exactitude has turned Arabic 
into yet another vehicle for the secular mind. For generations of Muslims, 
the opposite was the case: the Arabic of the Quran was a source for 
accessing a spiritually charged universe.

But this fate should not have befallen Arabic - or even the other 
languages of Muslims, languages which have been ‘Islamized’ in order to 
absorb the world view of Islam all the better. The exactness of Arabic is in 
fact one of the properties used to derive meaning from the Quran, since 
knowledge of the language, of its root structures, grammar and the range 
of acceptable usage, is essential to understand the Quran properly. The 
‘modernization’ of Arabic has created two languages: an arcane Quranic 
Arabic, understood only by lexicographers, seminary students and gram
marians; and a vernacular Arabic through which popular and literary 
cultures are expressed. The unifying features of Arabic as both the sacred 
language of the Quran and the literary language of Arabs, deriving its 
vitality from its uniqueness as a gateway into the unseen, has been lost.7

The de-Islamization of the language can be exemplified through 
changes in the meaning of words such as deen, *aql and ilm. In the modem 
rendering of the word, deen simply means religion. In the Quranic Arabic, 
however, deen is the indebtedness of the created to the Creator which is to 
be discharged in life according to a particular prescription, the ways of 
Islam or the unsullied revealed religions. Another word, laql, is now used 
synonymously with the words for ‘human reason’ or ‘mind’. In the Quranic 

Arabic, *aql designates the faculty of intellection which can discern the 
divine. The Quranic Arabic referred to fundamental truths, which are 
peculiar to Islam. Their new usages on the other hand allowed for entirely 
new constructs to prevail, often privileging the new meaning over the old.

For example, the term for ‘secular’ in Arabic masks the way in which the 
new representation of the word undermines a fundamental Quranic 
depiction of the world. 'Ilmaniyya - the Arabic equivalent of‘secularism’ — 
is a word derived from the root ilm, which, loosely translated, means 
knowledge and in modern usage designates specifically scientific or 
rational knowledge. ‘Ilmaniyya thus becomes the pursuit of scientific or 
rational knowledge in an uncompromising, positivist way. Ilm appears in 
the Quran on numerous occasions and relates to the form of knowledge 
that leads ultimately to God. It is what God imparted to Adam, allowing 
mankind to distinguish between the absolute and the relative. It is also one 
of the attributes of God: al-‘Aleem, ‘the All-Knowing’. In Islam, knowledge 
of the outer world was known specifically as knowledge of the ‘depicted’: 
ilm ul-rusum. It had its place, but people of taste and discernment would 
always seek out the permanent, lasting knowledge, the Quranic knowledge 
or ilm, and, within it, they would pursue the outer forms of knowledge as
a secondary purpose.

The last nail in the undermining of the languages of Islam was the aban
donment of the Arabic script. The most famous case, of course, was 
Mustafa Kemal’s replacement of the Arabic script with the Latin alphabet 
in the notation of Turkish. The decision to reject the script and the 
language of the Ottomans, who had been the guardians of Islam for 
centuries, was a conscious choice made in favour of the international
script of the West.8 It brazenly signalled a total rejection of the past and a 
breathless desire to join the ‘civilized’ world. In late 1928, Turkey passed a 
law prohibiting the use of the Arabic script in the public arena. An entire 
culture had to evolve that was cut off from its past. This was soon followed 
by the translation of the Quran into Turkish, and its recitation was 
conducted in the vernacular - an affront to the piously minded. The aban
donment of the Arabic script (which was undertaken as a symbol of liber
ation from a backward past) was partially justified through the argument 
that the Arabic script was unsuited to Turkish and could not properly 
convey new ideas and concepts emanating from the West.

The association of the Latin script with ‘civilization’ was, of course, a 
non-starter for European Jews, who consciously chose Hebrew and the 
Hebrew script as the national language of Israel. Hebrew and Arabic share
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a number of common characteristics and structures. It is curious that in 
Turkey the Arabic script was seen as a reactionary relic, whereas in Israel 
Hebrew was selected as the language (and script) of a country which 
placed itself consciously inside the western intellectual tradition. Other 
Muslim languages were also allowed to atrophy, especially by colonial 
administrators. The Jawi script, also based on Arabic, was widespread in 
the Malay-speaking world and its earliest use was traced to an inscription 
on a stone in the early fourteenth century. But both the British colonial 
powers in the Federated Malay States and the Dutch in the Indonesian 
Archipelago used the Latin alphabet for writing Malay, a practice which
continued into the post-colonial era. (However, the Jawi script does have a

a way of gaining access to reading the Quran in the original Arabic.) 
Some have celebrated the break between Arabic and Islam. The novelist

and Noble laureate V. S. Naipaul has made the assertion that Islam is 
the religion of the Arabs and was foisted on non-Arab peoples by force. 
The ‘converted’ people of Islam have lost their connection with their own 
identity and pre-Islamic past, and are therefore condemned to a limbo of 
worshipping in an alien language and of relating to sacred places in foreign 
lands. Naipaul was primarily concerned with the Muslims of India and 
Pakistan. The thrust of his argument was that the eradication of the 
connection with the sacred language of Islam would facilitate their recon
ciliation with their pre-Islamic legacy. ‘It [Islam] has had a calamitous 
effect on converted peoples. To be converted you have to destroy your 
past, destroy your history. You have to stamp on it, you have to say my 
ancestral culture does not exist, it doesn’t matter”.’9

The Battlefields of Islamic Knowledge

Language was one battlefield in de-Islamization. Knowledge was another
way in which Muslims were alienated from their own legacies. The issue
was not the juxtaposition of ‘knowledge’ against ‘ignorance’. No sane
person would dispute the fact that science and technology have generated 
immense benefits for mankind and have ameliorated the human condi
tion. But the dissemination and utilization of knowledge does not take 
place in a vacuum. It is supported by a massive infrastructure of educa
tional and research institutions, enterprises, media and public agencies, all 
the while woven together by beliefs and values that presuppose a certain 
purpose to the entire process.

The western university system, for example, evolved from its roots in the 
religious scholasticism of the colleges of Oxford, Cambridge and Paris into 
an entirely secular and humanist enterprise. (A little noted fact: the 
medieval inns of court of London and Paris, the precursors of the college 
system, were directly borrowed from the mosque— madrassa complexes of 
Islam through the crusaders of the Knights Templar.)10 That process took 
several centuries, and even in the late nineteenth century the religious bias 
of a number of Europe’s ancient universities was clear. In the end, the 
modern conception of the university was completely severed from its reli
gious foundations and became the model for the formal process to acquire 
knowledge. God and religious knowledge (in the commonly understood 
sense) were relegated to divinity departments and to professional semi
naries. Knowledge was decoupled from moral or religious purpose, except 
in the few cases where there was an overwhelming ethical implication to 
the acquisition of such knowledge. The development of the atom bomb, 
for example, did create considerable moral dilemmas for a number of the 
physicists who had worked on the programme, and, in a similar vein, the 
issue of genetic modification, or stem cell research, also raises issues 
concerning the purposes of the ‘right’ type of research. But these are excep
tions, which serve indeed to highlight the absence of any non-materialistic 
scale of measuring the value of research and education.

The western system of knowledge acquisition is based on a constant 
challenge to the prevailing verities. Progress is measured by questioning and 
doubting - which overthrows established ideas and principles and replaces 
them with new ones. Truth becomes relative and conditional, subject to ‘the 
present state of knowledge’. Islam does not refute the requirement to chal
lenge orthodoxies which have ossified in an incorrect or blatantly false under
standing of reality. However, it does subject human effort to the absolute 
imperative to observe and understand outer reality, so as to marvel more fully 
at the infinite manifestations of reality.

The purpose of knowledge is to demonstrate the truth of the Quranic 
verse: ‘We will show them our Signs in the Horizons and in themselves until 
the Truth is manifested for them.’ The Muslim world’s religious institutions, 
where this kind of knowledge was supposed to be gained, have deteriorated 
disastrously in the pre-modern and modern periods. These institutions 
were not interested in God’s signs. They had sunk into an archaic scholas
ticism which, at its best (for instance, in Iran’s seminaries), could still 
produce some illuminated beings with deep philosophical insights on 
man’s condition, but at its worst produced ignorant bigots and pedants.
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Unfortunately, the problem with the type of knowledge that Muslims 
were acquiring was not recognized until several generations of graduates, 
schooled in the new-style academies, had come and gone. The traditional 
Islamic colleges were increasingly irrelevant to the ruling elites, who saw 
nothing in them except the regurgitation of useless knowledge. Their only 
purpose was to produce individuals who could minister to the religious 
and ritual requirements of society. The attempts to ‘modernize’ al-Azhar, 
which started in the late nineteenth century with Muhammad Abduh, 
were effectively abandoned as the youth of Egypt preferred to flock to the 
new secular universities, with their promise of instant access to modernity 
and culture.11 The great Zaytuna mosque-madrassa complex in Tunis, 
which formed the heart of the teaching of Islam in the North African 
context, was emasculated by the French colonial authorities and was 
degraded by the post-colonial rulers of Tunisia.12 The Shia centers of 
learning in Najaf and Qum fared a bit better until they were, in turn, 
targeted by radical, modernizing regimes.

By the end of the 1960s, the landscape of traditional Islamic learning 
was indeed bleak. The Islamic madrassas and universities were barely able 
to do their job of producing individuals competent at least in matters of 
doctrine and faith. Any pretence on the part of these graduates that they 
were the inheritors of Islam’s legacy of profound respect for learning had 
been long abandoned. Individual scholars of immense intellectual power 
and curiosity continued to shine through, but they were constrained by 
the archaic and introverted life of institutions which had been reduced to 
mere shadows of their former significance. Islam’s insistence on ‘seeking 
knowledge even unto China’ was not going to be headed by the anachro
nistic traditional Islamic colleges. Neither were the new universities inter
ested in propagating the world view of Islam, since their models and 
standards were firmly anchored in the West.

Secularism’s Trap

Into this unpromising environment there emerged the figure of Syed 
Naquib al-Attas, a philosopher and educationalist of genius and profound 
insight, the closest thing to a polymath that modern Islam had produced. 
Syed Muhammad Naquib al-Attas was born in 1931, in Java, into a family 
which traced its origins to the Arabs from the Hadhramut area of the 
Arabian Peninsula who had migrated to the East Indies. His appellation 
‘Syed’ denotes direct descent from the lineage of the Prophet Muhammad

through the Prophet’s grandson, Hussein. His early instruction was in the 
Islamic sciences, Malay language, literature and culture.

After school, al-Attas joined the Malay Regiment, which at that time 
was commanded by British officers. He went on to Sandhurst, Britain’s 
military academy, and was commissioned as an officer in 1955. However, 
al-Attas was drawn to the metaphysics of the Sufis, and his travels in 
North Africa and Spain, where he witnessed Islam’s civilizational possi
bilities, left a deep impression on him. Resigning his commission, he 
continued with his philosophical studies. His thesis (completed in 1962) 
was a two-volume work on the mysticism of Hamza Fansuri, a sixteenth
century Sumatran Sufi. Al-Attas returned to Malaysia and held leading 
positions in the country’s nascent university system. In 1987 he founded 
the post-graduate institute that would embody his teachings on the 
Islamization of knowledge: the International Institute of Islamic Thought 
and Civilization (ISTAC).13

Al-Attas created the concept of an Islamization of knowledge in 1978, in 
his work on Islam and secularism.14 He formulates his philosophy around 
key Islamic concepts whose essential meanings and functions have been 
grievously eroded by the elemental drive in modem western civilization to 
eliminate the presence of the divine in the world. According to al-Attas, the 
decay of Islamic civilization is mainly due to the displacement (in Islam) 
of the original meaning of knowledge by its mirror reflection. Now this 
opposite of knowledge dominates the intellectual, political and social 
landscape of Islam. This ersatz knowledge dissolves Muslims’ concern with 
the ethics of conduct and devalues the significance of the primordial 
contract between God and Man.15

Al-Attas talks about two types of knowing: the rational, which derives 
from experience, and the knowledge of God which lies at the heart of 
Islam. While the West uses knowledge to produce the good citizen 
(‘second-order knowledge’), the pursuit of knowledge in Islam aims to 
produce the good human being (‘first-order knowledge’). Knowledge of 
the first order leads to certainty and truth; knowledge of the second order 
leads to temporary truths and ‘enmeshes [man] in the labyrinth of endless 
and purposeless seeking’. First-order knowledge allows people repose and 
constancy, while the second type of knowledge leads to continuous doubt 
‘and the possibility of perpetual wandering spurred on by intellectual 
deception and self-delusion’. There is no room in Islam for the myth of 
Sisyphus, perpetually rolling the stone up a hill, only to see it roll down 
again. Neither does al-Attas acknowledge the existence of tragedy and
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drama in the human condition. These are necessarily derived from the 
view of man that sees in him the inability ever to arrive at a condition of 
steadfastness and serenity. In Islam, these values are guaranteed for the 
person who acts out his or her part of the divine covenant.

According to al-Attas, secularism is the West’s retort to the existence of
a divinely ordered world. The Harvard theologian Harvey Cox defined 
secularism as ‘the loosing of the world from religious and quasi-religious 
understandings of itself, the dispelling of all closed world views, [and] the 
breaking of all supernatural myths and sacred symbols’.16 When this 
condition commences, it is almost impossible to reverse. Presumably the 
same dynamics would apply to Islamic societies who may, Canute-like, try 
to stop the march of history, but in the end will be overwhelmed by it. 
Secularism thus becomes a process which, although originating in the 
specifically western context of the conflict between church and state, 
assumes the dimensions of a universal force, under which all sacral 
systems are bound to perish. It is an inevitable stage in the unfolding of the 
evolution of humanity from infantility to maturity; it removes the props 
which religion provides for humankind and it forces the latter to fall on its 
own resources in ordering of confronting life’s challenges.

In some ways this process cannot be denied. The entire inheritance of the 
Judaeo-Christian tradition seemed to end up in the secular state, which, in 
as much as the march of the West is equated with the triumph of the West, 
will ensure its own transference ultimately on to non-western societies. 
However, al-Attas rejected the idea of secularism as a stage in the develop
ment of Islamic societies. In fact he goes one step further, stating that all 
true religions would reject the idea that the divine should be banished from 
the public sphere. Christianity in the West is in fact an aberration of the 
original Eastern Church. It is an uncomfortable amalgam of Hellenstic - 
Roman traditions, fused with Judaic religious structures. Secularism is not 
embedded in the true biblical faith - at least not by recourse to the saying 
of ‘Render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s’. In fact Muslims do recognize the 
veracity of Christianity, but not necessarily in its western version. Thus the 
evolution of western societies do not reflect the evolution of Christianity as 
such - or at least of the Christianity which is acknowledged in the Quran 
as being an original and authentic faith.

But Islam cannot and should not follow in the path of the West and 
prostate itself to secularism, as this process is entirely related to the unique 
historical experience of the West. Historicity cannot be part of the reality of 
Islam. Islam is a revealed religion which has a set of necessary obligations

to impose on all its adherents; these include knowledge of the self, and 
therefore of God. This is a key element in al-Attas’s conception of the 
primary form of knowledge. Such knowledge does not ‘evolve’ or change. 
Islam’s systems of values are non-temporal and cannot be deconsecrated or 
subjected to relativism. Neither should Islam be taken in by the arguments 
of the West’s philosophers, scientists, economists, sociologists, psycholo
gists and the like - who, by their very nature, deal in doubt, uncertainty, 
scepticism and conjecture. Their views are bound to change and, with 
them, today’s preoccupations become tomorrow’s memory. Al-Attas was 
writing this in the late 1970s, when the issue of religion and the public 
arena appeared to have been definitively settled. The Iranian Revolution 
had not happened, and the explosive eruption of religion back into the 
western imagination was a long way off.

In the past three decades, the issues of secularism and Islam have moved 
centre-stage as the world seeks to ‘uncover’ the religious basis of Islam’s 
violent fringe. The thesis of previous times, that Islam will inevitably bow to 
the winds of secular change - a discussion which was carried mainly in 
polite terms in the West - has now been superseded by the urgency to find 
a solution to the supposed proneness of Islamic religious culture to extremes 
of violence. It is all very reminiscent of John Buchan’s classic 1916 novel, 
Greenmantle, where the Foreign Office mandarin tells the hero: ‘Islam is a 
fighting creed, and the mullah still stands in the pulpit with the Quran in 
one hand and a drawn sword in the other. Supposing there is some Ark of 
the Covenant which will madden the remotest Moslem peasant with dreams 
of Paradise? What then, my friend?’ Nearly a century later, the same message 
is emanating, if not from Whitehall, then from the right-wing think-tanks in 
Washington and from bloggers on the world wide web.

The secular make-over of Islam has virtually become a national secu
rity issue for the US and increasingly for Europe, as both are anxious 
about the supposed dangers of a ‘clash of civilizations’ or the presence 
of large Muslim minorities in their midst. The word ‘secular’ itself, which 
had almost lost its significance and resonance in the western world; has 
been revived as capturing one of the defining characteristics of western 
civilization - indeed of all modern civilizations. Secularism has been
elevated to a precondition for having the whole range of human and 
civil rights that western society is proud of. In particular, the freedom of 
expression and the rights of women have been made contingent on the 
existence of a secular culture and society. They cannot flower if society is 
overly concerned with the rights of religious believers.
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Religion comes to be, then, reduced to a privately held belief system 
which should in no way be afforded any special protection or privilege. If 
Islam as a total system of beliefs cannot be secularized, then the next best 
solution is to find a means by which Islam can be made to step aside from 
the public arena, while the state and, if possible, society are secularized. 
Finally, where secularism has established itself as a doctrine of the state 
and belongs in the self-description of the ruling groups, as in Turkey or 
Tunisia, Islam should not be allowed back into the political arena without 
iron-clad assurances that it would not repeal or dilute secularizing meas
ures. Secularists — whether self-proclaimed or genuine - in Muslim lands 
and communities have received a new boost to their cause as they hitch 
themselves to this heightened western concern for the direction of Islamic 
societies.

of the validity of other world views in ordering the affairs of mankind. Islam 
does not demean contemplation or reflection on the wonders of nature, 
but it does claim that man should marvel, not at nature, but at the Signs of 
God which are manifested in nature. Thus denying the reality of the orders 
of nature is in some ways an affront to God, but man’s discoveries of the 
mysteries of creation are only further means to perceive the unseen. 
Modem secularization is a form of war against God. Its end product is the
diminishing of human beings by decoupling their fives from purpose and
direction. Nature is robbed of its magic; values are de-consecrated and
public life is de-sacralized.17

Metaphysical Sufism has influenced a number of important Islamic 
thinkers, including al-Attas. It has driven the reformulation of classical 
Islamic terms for a modern audience, but without the loss of an essential

Balancing Thoughts and Deeds

‘Fatalism’ had always been one of the characteristics of Islam, at least until 
quite recently. The ability of the poor peasant, or the urban worker, to put 
up with incredible hardships and privations was glibly attributed to the 
‘fatalistic’ streak in Islam, which is supposed to derive from Islam s exclu
sive concern with ethereal knowledge. The image of the happy Egyptian 
peasant or of the Pakistani street sweeper, who accept their lot in life 
without protest or qualms, lingers in the mind as one of the side-effects of 
a belief in an unalterable predestination. But this is patent nonsense. Islam 
is founded on the knowledge of the unseen that is given through inspira
tion or acquired by God’s permission. Islam insists that it is this hierarchy 
at whose apex is the knowledge emanating from God that should be 
understood and respected. Man therefore would not be cut off from the 
source of knowledge by focusing his effort on a secondary form of knowl
edge, which can turn to self-deification. The journey of each human being 
has a destiny, an end: from pre-existence to existence in time, then to 
death, then to another passage, namely into post-existence. The ordering 
of the world is related to this certainty and the presence of human beings 
in time and space must be balanced alongside it.

If secularism is understood as concern - but not over-concern - for the 
life of this world, then Islam recognizes its role in the balanced society, all 
the while affirming the reality and priority of a higher form of knowledge. 
Al-Attas makes a crucial distinction in this regard. Secularism, as commonly 
understood, is an exclusive concern for the ‘here and now’ and a denial

spirituality and without straying far from its commitment to an Islamic 
Sharia. It provides a formidable challenge both to Salafi Islam, with its 
concern for power and outer rules of conduct, and to ‘liberal’ Islam, with 
its focus on rights and freedoms, which has almost become a branch of the 
western intellectual tradition. Metaphysical Sufism is a masterful synthesis 
of philosophy and theology. The resultant body of knowledge, frequently 
called hikma or wisdom, provides for its adherents an appropriate access 
to understanding the ways of God. The starting point is a perfected model, 
from which mankind devolves rather than evolves.

The notion that human beings evolve from a lower to a higher state of 
knowledge, from a lower to a higher organism, simply does not arise in the 
framework of metaphysical Sufism. It is not that biological evolution (in 
the Darwinian sense) does not take place. Islam is not a literalist religion 
in this regard. It is rather that man aspires to a higher model of being, 
whose contours have been already determined. The process of this arc of 
ascent, as it were, passes through several fields, including a perfection of 
the qualities of moral worth. The moral elevation of mankind is unrelated 
to the biological process. Its template has already been set before eternity, 
and man is pre-programmed to seek this end state. The more human 
beings align themselves to this primordial condition, the more they will 
realize their essential humanity. This goes beyond the virtues that are 
specifically generated through a moral philosophy anchored in human 
reasoning. True Muslims must therefore cultivate, as a vital ingredient, a 
religious sensibility based on the Quran and on the prophetic example. 
This sensibility, which can discern limits, boundaries, and purposes of 
moral conduct, is acquired through a process which al-Attas calls ta’adib,
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the knowledge of appropriate moral action - a term derived from the root 
word adab, which can also mean ‘courtesy’.

Thus ta’adib goes beyond the normally understood meaning of 
educating people’. The Muslim community cannot begin to approach the 
elements of essential knowledge if they have not been trained to exhibit 
the right ‘courtesy’ towards this knowledge. Each aspect of this courtesy 
must be appropriate. Thus adab to the self is to know the components of 
the self - from the animal, rational and inspired components to the serene 
self. Adab to family, to friends, to community, to society, to leaders, must 
also reflect the essential aspects of appropriateness, of intentions, of 
behaviour and of action. Adab to language and literature is to place words 
in their proper context and to set them in an order that produces intelligi
bility and creativity.

The malaise of Muslim society is the degradation of adab, understood 
in the terms of appropriate action in an appropriate setting. And this 
deplorable condition is directly attributable to the corruption or abandon
ment of authentic knowledge in favour of the secondary variety. ‘Because 
of the intellectual anarchy that characterizes this situation, the common 
people become determiners of intellectual decisions and are raised to the 
level of authority on matters of knowledge. Authentic definitions become 
undone, and in their stead we are left with platitudes and vague slogans 
disguised as profound concepts,’ wrote al-Attas in his Prolegomena to the 
Metaphysics of Islam.
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Kuala Lumpur, to put his ideas into practice. The Institute was formally 
opened in 1993 and moved into a complex of buildings designed by al-Attas 
himself. The campus adhered to the classical symbols of Islamic art and 
architecture, from its orientation towards Mecca to the harmonious 
blending of its landscape and buildings with the natural environment.

The institute evolved as a postgraduate university with a unique approach 
to the teaching of Islamic thought, within the parameters of al-Attas’s 
philosophy. Its curriculum was based on the division of knowledge into the 
categories of the permanent and the changing. ISTAC eschewed the tradi
tional division of the academy into courses and departments, building the 
curriculum around broad themes of Islamic thought, Islamic science and 
Islamic civilization. It attracted a range of scholars and students and began to 
develop a worldwide reputation.

ISTACs setting on the outer rim of the Islamic world initially also worked 
to its advantage, as the institute was sheltered from the over-politicization 
of higher education of the Middle East, as well as from bureaucracy and 
heavily-handed security. ISTAC used English as the main medium of 
instruction, without, of course, eliminating the necessary grounding in the 
Arabic language.19 English was rapidly becoming an important language of 
expression for Islamic thinkers and intellectuals, and certainly it dominated 
in the academic and scholarly treatments of Islam.

However, the entire experience was cut short when al-Attas was 
summarily removed from his position of founder-director and forcibly 
made to retire in 2004. He and his institute became the victims of an

The Idea of the Islamic University

In 1973, al-Attas addressed a letter to the Organisation of the Islamic 
Conference Secretariat in which he set out the basic outlines of his critique 
of the state of knowledge among Muslims and formulated the need to found 
an authentically Islamic educational philosophy that would remedy this 
condition. In his letter, al-Attas suggested the founding of a university which 
would be based on a conception of knowledge that was different from that 
of western universities. This new university would aim to produce ‘the 
complete man, or the universal man ... a Muslim scholar who is universal 
in his outlook and is authoritative in several branches of related knowl
edge’.18 Later, al-Attas followed this up with a proposal for the formation of 
an Islamic university which he presented to the First World Conference on 
Islamic Education, held in Mecca in 1977. A decade later, al-Attas founded 
the International Institute of Islamic Thought and Civilization (ISTAC) in

ongoing war, within the world of higher education in Malaysia and the 
wider Muslim world, around the issue of the meaning of the Islamization 
of knowledge and of the functions and purposes of an Islamic university. 
Al-Attas also fell foul of the petty jealousies and envies which prevail 
whenever a new and potentially revolutionary idea begins to take root.
ISTAC was subjected to a barrage of criticism when it began to lose its offi-
dal support. Al-Attas was seen as both eclectic and elitist. The public could 
not relate to ISTAC’s scholarly output, and al-Attas’ attempts to engage 
the community through his weekly lectures floundered. Foremost amon
al-Attas’ associates was Wan Muhammad Nur, an accomplished scholar in 
his own right and something of a Boswell to al-Attas; but neither he nor 
the others could make the Attasian system intelligible to the wider public. 
Al-Attas’s work was frequently portrayed as impenetrable and obscure; it 
never caught the wider imagination. Al-Attas himself achieved near-iconic 
status in the rarefied academic world of metaphysical Sufism, with ISTAC
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receiving visiting scholars and dignitaries from all parts of the world. But 
his achievements proved insufficient when the decisive moment arrived. 
This occurred in 1998, when the Deputy Prime Minister of Malaysia, 
Anwar Ibrahim, lost out in a titanic power struggle with the Prime 
Minister, Dr Mahathir bin Muhammad. Anwar was subsequently tried and 
imprisoned. He had been a radical Islamist student in his younger days 
and a strong proponent of the idea of Islamizing knowledge. While serving 
as minister of culture and later education in the early 1980s, Anwar had 
advocated the founding of specifically Islamic universities and lobbied the 
Organisation of the Islamic Conference to sponsor the idea of Islamizing 
knowledge officially.

Anwar himself was an Islamic theoretician of sorts and had sponsored 
the founding of ISTAC. On his demise, the knives were out for al-Attas. He 
had no official champions left, and the widespread international calls for 
his reinstatement and the continuation of ISTAC’s autonomous status fell 
on deaf ears. ISTAC was absorbed into the International Islamic University 
of Malaysia, a bastion of the alternative school of ‘Islamizing knowledge’ 
that was diametrically opposed to al-Attas’ concern for the significance of 
primary knowledge and the nurturing of individuals who strive for moral 
clarity as a precondition for scholarly excellence.

The alternative school was far more influential and better funded than 
that of al-Attas’s. It rose to prominence in the 1980s and was built around 
the person of Ismail Raji al-Faruqi, a Palestinian-American academic who 
had studied at al-Azhar and at a number of North American universities.20 
His effort was backed by the financial might of Saudi Arabia and led to the 
establishment of a number of ‘Islamic universities’ in several Muslim 
countries. The objectives were to Islamize specific disciplines, especially in 
the social sciences, to better serve the cause of Islam. An intricate and 
global network of intellectuals, academics, government officials and 
wealthy patrons was interwoven by a Saudi-backed, Virginia-based think
tank: The International Institute of Islamic Thought (HIT), which was 
initially headed by al-Faruqi, became instrumental in organizing confer
ences and seminars around the world. Its aim was to push for the idea of 
Islamizing knowledge and to inaugurate universities which reflected an 
Islamist ideology tinged by Salafism. For a while, higher education policies 
in a number of important Muslim countries such as Pakistan and Malaysia 
were greatly influenced by the studies and position papers that HIT 
developed. Leaders as disparate as Zia ul-Haq in Pakistan and Mahathir 
bin Mohammed in Malaysia embraced the Islamization of knowledge

primarily to bolster their Islamic credentials in increasingly conservative 
and religiously observant societies.

However, in spite of the huge resources devoted to the propagation of 
this version of the Islamization of knowledge, nothing of consequence 
emerged. It was far easier to discuss and argue about the theory of 
Islamizing disciplines than to address the practical issues of how to teach 
chemistry, for example, or how to structure a meaningful social science 
research project using Islamic value-markers.

The Islamization-of-knowledge project has sputtered on into recent 
times, with little of the former zeal and conviction. The Islamic universi
ties which arose in the 1980s are far closer to the conventional models,
while they maintain the fiction that they are somehow different. IIIT itself 
had a brush with the US authorities in the post 9/11 world. The Virginia 
offices of one of its offshoots were raided in 2002 because of its links
with suspicious Islamic charities, which were alleged to have funnelled 
money to proscribed organizations.21 Al-Faruqi, who is mostly associated 
in the public mind with the Islamization-of-knowledge thesis, met a tragic 
end. In 1986 he and his wife were found murdered by a man wielding a 
knife in their Pennsylvania home. The murders were never satisfactorily 
solved and the suspicion remains that the killings were politically 
motivated.

Al-Ghazzali and Modern Times

The work of Al-Attas and others on Islamizing knowledge echoes that of 
Islam’s greatest scholarly figure, Abu Hamid al-Ghazzali, who died in 
llll.22 A great number of the reforming scholars and intellectuals of 
modem times had tried to emulate the effect of Ghazzali’s magnum opus, 
The Revivification of the Sciences of Religion (or the Ihya, as it is popularly 
known), on the lives of Muslims and on the course of Islamic civilization. 
Ghazzali is one of the few figures outside metaphysical Sufism who have 
crossed the divide between the theological worlds of the Sunni and the 
Shia.23 Encyclopaedic in scope, his work covers the entire gamut of reli
gious life, from the basics of worship and transactions to the prophetic 
model, the encouragement of an ethics of conduct based on the virtues 
and, finally, a guarded acknowledgement of inspiration as a source of 
knowledge and the cultivation of an inner, even mystical, spirituality.

In earlier works, Ghazzali also attacked the use of rational Hellenistic 
philosophy as a yardstick by which to gauge the veracity of religious faith. The
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exchange between Ghazzali and his contemporary, the Andalusian jurist 
and philosopher Ibn Rushd (known in the West as Averroes), was ‘settled’, 
at least in the Sunni Islamic world, in favour of Ghazzali. This fact was 
presumed to have sealed the fate of philosophical inquiry in Sunni Islam 
until the modem era. Islam became immune to rationalist discourse - or so 
the claim ran. A version of this assertion is frequently made by critics of tradi
tional Islam, from the neo-conservatives to Muslim liberals, and constant 
repetition has turned it into a supposedly defining feature of Islam, which 
sets it apart from the West Modem Islamic civilization cannot be revived 
if there is no philosophical inquiry, and we have to blame Ghazzali for this 
unfortunate condition.

The ‘failure’ of Islamic civilization to produce modernity on its own is 
seemingly caused by Ghazzali’s hold on subsequent Muslim life. The other 
current evolving in that period was the metaphysical Sufism associated 
with the person of Ibn ‘Arabi, the possessor of one of the greatest mystical 
imaginations in history. Ibn ‘Arabi’s disciples carried this highly developed 
and aesthetic imagination into the eastern Islamic lands, helping to create 
a culture of‘high’ Sufism which appealed not only to the Sunni world but, 
through fusion with the philosophy of Avicenna, into the Shia world. This 
elitist, even solitary, metaphysical Sufism stood apart from the intellectual 
currents of the times, but this did not stop it from being targeted as 
deviant and heretical by radical Salafis, conservatives and the clerical 
classes.

How Do Muslims Think?

occurred as Islam settled over a vast
developing systems of thought, which could explain and contextualize its 
world view.

In the early centuries of Islam, three distinct forms of Islamic knowl
edge evolved, each of them reflecting a particular way of interacting with 
the religion of Islam. The first was textually based (or al-bay an, as al-Jabiri 
termed it), and relied on the study of the foundational texts of Islam and
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the biography, sayings and actions of the Prophet Muhammad. It drew on 
the Quran and on prophetic narrations. These textual sources are author
itative by definition, so that no other form of knowledge can be used to 
alter decisions and rules derived from their proper textual analysis. The 
mechanisms by which such knowledge can be correctly drawn then 
become the appropriate fields of inquiry. In this sense, Islamic knowledge 
of the al-bayan form involves a meticulous concern for the Arabic 
language and grammar in order to find (or tease out) correct inferences 
and to trace the development of theology, jurisprudence and legal 
reasoning as the main components of Islamic knowledge.

According to al-Jabiri, this form of reasoning has reached an end. There 
are only so many formulations which can emerge from using these partic
ular tools of inquiry, and they had all been reached a few centuries after 
the founding of Islam. All that can be usefully said on the matter has 
already been said. In this form of knowledge there is no room for natural 
or common law, unless such laws submit themselves to the superior truth 
inherent in the proper understanding and reading of the Quran and the 
prophetic traditions. This is the type of reasoning which prevails among 
the Salafists and Wahhabists of the modem era.

The 1980s was the decade when consciously modem Islamic institutions 
and universities were being established, premised on the foundational 
principle of a unique Islamic knowledge. But in the same decade, in 
the western rim of the Islamic world, the Moroccan Muhammad ‘Abid
al-Jabiri was developing an entirely different perspective on the ‘problem’ 
of knowledge in Islam. Al-Jabiri, probably the most significant Muslim 
thinker of the age who wrote in the medium of Arabic, challenged the idea 
of a single form of Islamic knowledge. His most important contribution to 
Islamic thought is his three-volume work Naqd al-Aql al-‘Arabi (The 
Critique of the Arabic Mind), which, in spite of its title, deals mainly with 
the structure of Islamic knowledge.24 Al-Jabiri argues that the formulation 
of the main outlines of Islamic knowledge did not happen during the 
prophetic period, in the seventh century or soon thereafter. Rather, it

The second form of knowledge is one which al-Jabiri terms al-irfan, or 
mystical knowledge which derives from a spiritually inspired inner state or 
from persons whose inspired state is unquestioned. This form of knowl
edge indudes all the esoteric branches of Islam — Sufism and Shiism, the 
philosophies of illumination and hikma (‘wisdom’ philosophy), and 
branches of Islamic cosmology such as astrology, alchemy and numerology. 
Al-Jabiri repeats the claim that this form of knowledge originates in eastern 
mystical traditions which preceded Islam. It creates a universe of symbols 
and allusions, of hidden and manifest meanings, of ‘higher’ and ‘lower’ 
forms of knowledge. By its very nature, mystical knowledge is not bound by 
any specific or invariant rules and can lead in an infinite number of direc
tions. It feeds and informs the aesthetic and cultural sensibilities of Islam, 
but it has no (or only little) value in the management and ordering of
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worldly matters. Muslims who are prone to this type of thinking have basi
cally ‘retired their intellect’, as al-Jabiri termed it.

The third form of knowledge relates to, or is derived from, observation 
and empirical evidence, or al-burhan (literally‘proof’). This knowledge is 
based on causality and thus allows for the evolution of a rationality 
anchored in natural laws. The weakness of Islam, according to al-Jabiri, is 
that, although al-burhan knowledge was potentially capable of evolution 
into an Islamic form of modem rationality, its development was trun
cated. First, it was invariably held to be of secondary value compared 
to the other two forms of knowledge. Its practitioners found themselves 
serving the other two types of knowledge and were inhibited when 
they contradicted the foundational texts of Islam. Secondly, and this is 
crucial to understanding al-Jabiri’s hypothesis, ‘rational’ Islam was mainly 
an outcome of western Islam — that is, the Islam of Andalusia and the 
Maghreb. Figures such as Ibn Rushd, Ibn Khaldun and the theologian 
al-Shatibi were the main proponents of an empirical and utilitarian Islam. 
The dichotomous division into a western and an eastern Islam is central to 
al-Jabiri’s system. The full development of the rationalizing potential of 
western Islam was blocked by the attacks on philosophy, on reason and on 
the uninspired human intellect carried by generations of scholars, Sufis 
and theologians. The western tradition died out, leaving Islamic knowl
edge to be defined by its foundational texts and by its esoteric and mystical 
dimension. Reason became a tool for the further enhancement of the 
other two kinds of knowledge rather than being allowed to develop a sepa
rate and independent existence.

The problem of Islamic thought, as al-Jabiri sees it, is that it is caught in 
a vicious circle. The systems of knowledge which evolved were sufficiently 
self-reliant not to incorporate any significant external influences. Once 
rationality was assigned to a secondary and supportive role, empirical 
knowledge was devalued, and whatever achievements could be attributed 
to it were later subsumed within the European experience. The Europeans 
succeeded in transcending the limiting features of religious knowledge and 
built their civilization of science and technology on the back of a systemic 
break with the past. Empirical knowledge based on observation, testing 
and measuring became the gauge for interpreting and exploiting the 
natural world. Meanwhile, Islamic thought continues to revolve in knowl
edge systems whose essential features have been fixed. The authority of the 
past becomes supreme and makes any departure from its authoritativeness 
appear suspect. Al-Jabiri has called for a new rationality in Islam, drawing 

its inspiration partly from the abortive western Islamic model, and 
engaging Islam in a new dialogue with critical reason, empirical evidence 
and utilitarian considerations.

Al-Jabiri’s criticism of knowledge based simply on textual reasoning is 
valid, but, using his criterion for the final purpose of knowledge, he fails to 
see the potential in the ‘retired intellect’ of the mystical stream in Islam, 
which he contemptuously dismisses. He shares the common prejudices of 
both conservatives and modernists against the rejuvenating possibilities of 
a spiritualized Islam.

The various projects for rediscovering the source of true knowledge in 
Islam are an immense undertaking, certainly greater than the capacities of 
any one individual, institution, or even lifetime. But it is a tribute to the 
pioneers of this movement that they have shown the courage to plant the 
first seeds, even though most of them have fallen on thorny ground. In 
many ways, al-Attas’s vision is the one which has met the challenges of 
time. Muslims have to go back to first principles and rediscover the innate 
capacity to acknowledge the Signs of God in themselves and in the far 
horizons - a capacity which the Quran calls fitrah, the original crack 
through which the divine light shines inside human beings. The premise - 
which is correct - is that this primary knowledge is the sine qua non for 
any subsequent development of a specifically Islamic civilization. Other 
systems of Islamizing knowledge refashion the outer world first - legally, 
politically, institutionally, methodologically - and leave the refashioning 
of the individual for later. In the final analysis, the Attasian vision of the 
Islamization of knowledge is a form of moral philosophy rooted in reli
gious faith. It is focused on the recovery of the virtuous person as a 
precondition for the emergence of a moral order. It is also a philosophy of 
responsible freedom, as the ‘re-moralized’ person conducts himself or 
herself freely within the parameters of appropriate action - or, in al-Attas’s 
terms, with adab.

However, the attempts to refashion the Islamic perspective faltered, 
being unable to quite shake off their academic pedigree or to disentangle 
themselves from governments and their educational bureaucracies. In the 
Islamic world, modern secular education had become too ensconced to be 
seriously challenged by international conferences on Islamizing knowl
edge and by impassioned speeches by scholars indignant about the decay 
of Islamic civilization. At the same time, the many Muslim governments 
which took up the cause of Islamizing knowledge did not see it as anything 
more than a tool designed to enhance their power and authority. As in
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most other ‘waves’ of Islamic reform, the tide of the Islamization-of- CHAPTER 5
knowledge project crested and then retreated, leaving very few traces of its
potential for promoting vital change in Islamic civilization.

The decade of the 1980s thus ended not with the nurturing of Islam’s 
creative forces but with establishing the primacy of political Islam and its 
agendas. The defeat of the Soviet expedition in Afghanistan provided an The Reformations of Islam
enormous boost to the cause of militant Islamist forces worldwide. This 
coincided with the retreat of radical Shia Islam as Iran emerged from the 
almost decades-long Iran—Iraq war. Iran was exhausted and its revolu
tionary drive was now contained, if not fully eliminated.

When the West reconciled religion and freedom, it did so by making the indi
vidual the focus of society, and the price it has paid has been individualism run 
rampant, in the form of weak marriages, high rates of crime, and alienated 
personalities. When Islam kept religion at the expense of freedom, it did so by 
making the individual subordinate to society, and the price it has paid has been 
autocratic governments, religious intolerance, and little personal freedom.

James Q. Wilson‘The Reform Islam Needs’, City Journal, vol 12, no 4,2002.

The global concern with Islam s reformation began to emerge at the end of 
the 1980s. Almost on cue, Islam arose to take the place of the communist 
bloc in the demonology of the former cold war warriors. The decade of the 
1990s was dominated by a growing sense of alarm in most of the world 
about the threat from politically radical Islam. The return of thousands of 
Arab fighters to their homelands from the Afghan war set the stage for 
violent challenges to the status quo in a number of Muslim countries. This 
was only slightly counter-balanced by concern for the plight of Muslims at 
the receiving end of the others’ violence, especially in the Balkans. The 
West, in particular, began seeing Islam in a new light, partly as an energizer 
of forces which were bent on challenging western hegemony and the rules 
of the new, unipolar order. Samuel P. Huntington produced his important 
thesis on the ‘clash of civilizations’ in a 1992 essay, which was later 
expanded into a book.1 Islam was clearly identified as the main protago
nist of conflict and discord in the world. Two years earlier, in 1990, the 
historian Bernard Lewis wrote a very influential essay on the ‘Roots of
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Muslim rage’. It was subtitled 'Why so many Muslims deeply resent the 
West, and why their bitterness will not be easily mollified’?

The 1990s also saw the rise of the neo-conservative movement in the 
US. Neo-conservatives held often deeply antipathetic views about an unre
formed Islam which were reflected in the think-tanks and journals which 
represented their ideological line. Commentators such as Daniel Pipes 
became influential advocates of a secularized Islam and contributed to the
climate of opinion which divided Islam into a moderate wing, which 
acknowledges the supremacy of western values, and a recalcitrant radical 
wing, which is bent on confronting and undermining the West. The idea 
that Muslims in the West could be some kind of fifth columnists for radical
Islam gained currency in the 1990s. It coincided with the recognition that 
Islam had set deep roots inside western societies and that a large cohort of 
European-born Muslims was angry and in danger of becoming radical
ized. ‘Islamophobia’ entered the lexicon. It was defined in 1997 by the 
British Runnymede Trust as the ‘dread or hatred of Islam and therefore... 
the fear and dislike of all Muslims’.3

But it was after the 11 September 2001 attacks on New York and 
Washington that the calls to ‘reform’ Islam reached unprecedented and 
cacophonous levels. It was not only intellectuals and scholars that made 
these demands. They were joined by politicians, journalists, novelists, actors, 
media stars and all manner of self-proclaimed experts on Islam. Everyone 
sought to find the reasons behind the self-immolation of a few nihilists. 
Those who tried to limit the debate to the culpability of the perpetrators 
themselves were drowned Out by the often explicit assertion that the entire 
heritage of Islam was at fault. It appeared as if the whole world had closed 
ranks and was pointing an accusing finger at Islam. The expressions of 
revulsion which were manifested towards the terrorists by a huge number of 
Muslims - including tens of thousands of candle-bearing Iranians, who 
expressed their solidarity with the victims and their families — made little 
impression in the overall mood of disgust, sourness and fear that gripped 
the world. Some academics and clergymen sought to refute the connection 
of the terrorists with Islam, but few paid attention to them.

The parade of apologetic Muslims who popped up on the post 9/11 
airwaves, failed to dent the profound anti-Islamic sentiment that had 
taken hold.4 Of course, as the aftershocks of the attacks subsided, more 
nuanced and reasoned analyses of Islam were formed, but the underlying 
thrust did not materially alter. Islam was in sore need of a reformation 
and it would be cajoled, pressured, goaded and, if need be, forced into 

accommodating and acknowledging the values of the modem world. An 
entire industry emerged that purported to understand and explain the 
causes of Islam’s‘retrogression, its inability to modernize and its supposed 
proneness to violence and intolerance.5

Reforming a Recalcitrant Religion

The calls to reform Islam in the post-9/11 world all had the same objectives: 
to remould the environment of Muslim countries and societies towards real
izing a specific set of desirable outcomes in the future. What these outcomes 
were depended, of course, on who was prescribing the reform. In this sense, 
would-be reformers of Islam would include not only liberals but radicals 
and fundamentalists, and Muslims as well as non-Muslims who had appro
priated for themselves the right to intervene in, or to direct, the affairs of 
Muslims. The idea was to encourage a gradual or abrupt break with those 
elements of Islam that were seen to be problematic in terms of the 
reformers’ own goals. These goals included the enhancement of the internal 
security of the US or European countries, the secularization of Muslim soci
eties, the spread of human and civil rights, or, from another perspective, the 
imposition of a theocracy and the return to an imaginary past. Apart from 
the breath-taking arrogance, and even stupidity, of these projects — for who 
has ever heard of reforming Buddhism, Hinduism or Confucianism, let 
alone Christianity, as a global objective? — it is dear that real damage could 
result if reformers were afforded the means to implement such designs.

In every age since die eruption of the West into the Islamic heartlands, 
an act which is best symbolized by die Napoleonic occupation of Egypt, 
Islam has had its share of philosophical ‘fixes’ for the Muslims’ dilemma. 
In many ways the history of modern Islamic thought can be read as one 
continuous series of remedies to what was perceived as decline and 
impending doom. However, the vital factor that made the preoccupation 
with Islam more serious and ominous this time was the switch of the 
world’s hyper-power from a policy of benign neglect, and (frequently) 
cynical indifference towards die travails of Muslims, to one of combating, 
literally, the forces of radical Islam on a global basis. The vast resources of 
the United States were brought to bear on the ‘problem’ of Islam and on 
the reformation of Islam.6

One of the more potent ideas for the reformation of Islam was in reality 
a repetition of the old nineteenth-century critique of Islam by the latter- 
day heirs of Renan and the likes of Sir William Muir, a Victorian author of
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a vituperative but influential biography of the Prophet Muhammad.7 The 
backdrop had shifted away from Islam’s compatibility with science and 
rationalism towards Islam’s compatibility with the supposedly universal 
values embodied in modern democratic societies. The old criticisms 
remained, but they were overshadowed by newer and more immediate 
concerns. Islam was now being assessed in relation to concepts such as 
pluralism, universal human rights, democracy and freedom. The linear 
view of human progress and cultural evolution, drawn from the western 
experience, became the test-case for Islam’s path towards its own reforma
tion. A reductionist rendering of the Reformation in Europe became the 
model Islam should follow. Islam had to be challenged by disruptive, 
provocative and possibly subversive readings of its own dogmas and 
creeds. In the process, Islam would be refashioned so as to provide a 
welcome reception to the notions of the liberal democratic world.

The parallels with the Christian Reformation were fallacious. Reasoning 
by historical analogy was the vogue in the post-9/11 environment, but the 
inferences drawn were hopelessly inappropriate for Islam. The Reformation 
affected the Catholic Church in central and western Europe only. The unity 
of Christendom had been sundered with the division of the Roman 
Empire, and the eastern church had already had a physically separate and 
independent existence from the western church for nearly a millennium 
before the Reformation. The narrative of the Reformation in western 
Christianity, to which Islam was compared, had as its starting point the 
revolt of the individual against the authority of a hierarchical institution, 
whose presence and intercession with God was essential as a matter of 
dogma. The ground was prepared by humanist scholars such as Erasmus 
and by the opening of a reinterpretation of the scriptures based on his 
accurate translations.

The victory of science and natural philosophy over theology and dogma 
was another immensely significant outcome of the Reformation, as the 
linear narrative would have us believe. The Catholic church, at the height
of the Thirty Years War, saw fit to subject Galileo to the Roman Inquisition 
for his heretical beliefs on the laws of motion, but religious faith was no 
match for empirical evidence in the understanding of the natural world. 
The story of the benefits of the Reformation continues into the political 
arena, where the religious dissenters of England, Germany and the Low 
Countries, moving across the Atlantic, plant in the New World the seeds 
for the separation of the state from an established church. In economics 
and business, the Calvinist doctrines relating to the interconnection 

between thrift, work and the salvation of the elect are held to be the causal 
factors in the advance of capitalism, and hence of modern business organ
izations.8 The industrial revolution is thus only one step away from the 
Reformation. Who can doubt that the industrial revolution started in the 
protestant strongholds of England and north-western Europe?

The Reformation becomes a pre-history of the Enlightenment, which 
finally succeeds in banishing religion from the public arena. A monolithic 
Latin Christianity is fragmented into a multifaceted faith with many 
churches; religious wars are replaced by religious toleration, which is only a 
transit station to secularism, and then to pluralism. Both the Reformation 
and the Enlightenment are necessary phases in the ‘taming’ of religious 
faith and in opening mankind to the possibilities of a post-religion order. 
Now - if only Islam could follow the same path - without, of course, the 
two hundred years of violence and devastation which the Reformation 
actually unleashed - then Islam would be shorn of its dogmatic certainties, 
which are antithetical to human advancement. It could then fit into the 
structures of the modem world.

This bare outline of the march of the West has been questioned and in 
many cases discredited by historians, but is still presented as incontrovert
ible evidence for Islam to undergo a similar rite of passage as western 
Christianity.9 On closer inspection, however, the utility of the analogy falls 
apart; the parallels are absurd.

Islam does not have a church with a fossilized hierarchy at whose apex 
rests a supreme religious authority. Reforming such a church has no 
meaning in the Islamic context. Perhaps the Islamic revolution in Iran 
introduced the rule of a church-like hierarchy, but this was the result of an 
epochal and revolutionary event, and an inversion of the idea of a 
Protestant-type reformation. A religious hierarchy was imposed on the 
state when none had existed before, scarcely a reformation in the 
European sense. At the same time, the majority of Muslims were not living 
in countries governed under Sharia law, with the exception of a few self
consciously Islamic states such as Saudi Arabia and, lately, Iran. It was 
difficult therefore to posit the reformation of Islam specifically in terms of 
reforming the Sharia, if its provisions were no longer applicable outside 
the framework of family law or personal law.

The abandonment of Sharia law had been effected, by and large, during 
the colonial and immediately post-colonial era. So the effect of Islam, 
either on the formal structures of government or on its laws, has been 
minimal in most of the Islamic world. Among Muslim communities in
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Europe or in countries where Muslims formed a large minority, Muslims 
were subjected to the law of the land. In India, the large Muslim popula
tion had recourse to Sharia rulings only in matters of personal or family 
law. The putative calls to reform Islam could not apply to Muslims states 
or to their legal systems, except in matters of personal law. Reforming 
Islamic personal law certainly did have implications for gender rights, but 
this was a special, limiting case. Islam was therefore not an obstacle for the 
reformation of state structures or for the introduction of new political 
doctrines. The ‘conflict’ between Islam and democracy could not arise in 
the context of Muslim countries whose entire political legacy was based on 
an authoritarianism which only used Islam to justify its rule. Outside of 
the few ‘Islamic’ states and traditional monarchies such as Morocco, Islam
was not used to justify the legitimacy of the ruling groups, except through
a formal and meaningless lip-service to Islam as the religion of the state in
the constitutions of a number of Muslim countries. In addition, the
number of Muslims living in actual or self-proclaimed democracies 
reached more than a third of the entire world’s population of Muslims. 
The issue was not therefore, reforming an Islam already in power, but 
reforming an Islam which could come to power - a crucial difference.

The Islam that could come to power was a worrisome eventuality. The 
proposals for reforming Islam took on a precautionary, even pre-emptive 
character, especially when they emanated from those keen to avert a repe
tition of the Iranian Revolution, the spread of radical Wahhabism, or the 
jihadi culture of al-Qaeda and its offshoots. The ideology of the terrorists 
was assessed alongside Islamic orthodoxy, to see if the two were inter
twined. What were the roots of terror and radicalization? The last time 
when Islam, as a religion and as a civilization, was subjected to such 
intense scrutiny was in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, when 
European imperialists were encountering widespread resistance.

The rise of totalitarian states and the cold war relegated Islam to being 
a minor concern, except where its political influence coincided with the 
national liberation movements of the period. However, as the dismantling 
of the colonial empires was a firm policy position of the US, it was unlikely 
that Islam, as an enabling ideology in the anti-colonial movement, would 
incur the wrath of the US. In fact, the usefulness of Islam as a counter
weight to communism was also a feature in the cold war, although the CIA 
seems not to have financed Islamic movements directly or supported 
Islamic causes through front organizations such as the Congress for 
Cultural Freedom.10 Nevertheless, Islam became a firm ally of the West

during the final years of the cold war, when Afghan mujahidin movements, 
stiffened with Arab and central Asian volunteers, helped to bring the 
Soviet empire to an end. But the period that followed the collapse of the 
Soviet bloc put paid to this indifference, and the old prejudices and 
concerns rose up, being backed even by allies from within the Muslim 
world itself.

The Tur n to Violence

In the search for culprits for Islam’s turn to violence, most roads passed 
through Wahhabism and went back to the medieval theologian Ibn 
Taymiyya. But there was a short interlude between the 1980s and the mid- 
1990s when revolutionary Shia Islam was probed in order to reveal its 
potential for causing violence and instability. The argument was that 
Shiism is inherently revolutionary and disruptive, and this was the drive 
behind most of the insurrectionary movements in Islamic history. It is 
prone to being led - or misled - by its guardians, who, uniquely in the 
world of Islam, have a status which is equivalent to an official religious hier
archy. Shia rituals have the capacity to galvanize emotions to dangerously 
unstable levels. Their images of martyrdom and sacrifice can be exploited 
by unscrupulous leaders to mobilize millions of the faithful to acts of 
violence and self-sacrifice. The example of the hordes of Iranian youth will
ingly going to their certain deaths in the Iran-Iraq war, carrying plastic keys 
to the gates of Imam Hussein’s shrine in Karbala, was frequently used to 
emphasize the irrational nature of the passions that motivated the Shia.

•J

Images of crowds beating their chests and hitting their heads with the flat 
of swords were powerful reminders that a religion of lament can quickly 
turn its energies from self-inflicted wounds to an outer enemy.

But shiism is also characterized by an introversion which denies the 
legitimacy of any state authority and stays well away from political entan
glements.11 This feature formed a counter-narrative to the revolutionary 
Shiism of Ayatollah Khomeini. Upon his death, the revolutionary and
destabilizing zeal of Shiism seemed to decline, leaving only the Islamic 
Republic of Iran as the dangerous force to be reckoned with — and not 
Shiism per se. During the build-up to the invasion of Iraq, the public 
image of Shia Islam was also softened as the US sought allies among the 
Shia opposition in exile and developed a working relationship with the 
Grand Ayatollahs of Najaf. But the possibility that Shia Muslims would 
ever lead a world-wide pan-Islamic movement opposed to the West was a
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non-starter, given the distinct minority status of the Shia in Islam. This 
was an issue which was deliberately played upon by both conservative and 
radical Sunnis, to dispel the appeal of revolutionary Islam emanating from 
Shia Iran. It was unlikely, therefore, that the majority of Sunnis would look 
to Shiism for their revolutionary prompting. Burrowing into the arcane 
corners of Shia theology to find the roots of Islam’s revolutionary poten
tial against the West was soon abandoned.

However, nearly all the latter-day radical and terrorist Islamist groups 
claim a fealty to the ideas of Ibn Taymiyya. Ahmad Ibn Taymiyya was bom 
in 1263, into a family of well-known scholars and jurists. His thought was 
directed towards the orthodox in the Sunni world and towards what he
saw as the corruption of Islamic life through the spread of laws and 
customs that were outside of the ambit of the Sharia or the prophetic prac
tice. His railings at bida’a (the introduction of reprehensible innovations 
into Islam) were partly aimed at the entrenchment of traditions not rooted 
in Islam in the thirteenth-century world of Damascus, which he inhabited. 
Syria at that time was under the rule of the Mamelukes, a Caucasian slave 
dynasty based in Egypt. Ibn Taymiyya believed that there was always a 
basis for a single valid Sharia ruling for any event or circumstance. It was 
the function of the jurists and ulemas of Islam to find this ruling. To this 
effect, he moved away from the traditional categories of using analogous 
reasoning or the consensus of scholars to limit the range of acceptable 
Sharia-based rulings. By rejecting both the principle of emulating prior 
scholars (taqlid) and the restrictions on open-ended interpretations of 
Islam based on independent reasoning (ijtihad), Ibn Taymiyya established 
the possibility of finding Sharia-based solutions for any set of problems 
and conditions, solutions that were free from the shackles of orthodox
restrictions.

Ibn Taymiyya’s own rulings (fatwas') were voluminous and dealt with 
every conceivable subject His compendium continues to be a source of 
religious inspiration for every modern Wahhabi or Salafi Muslim. In some 
ways, his rejection of blind imitation may have appeared to be liberating 
and potentially constructive, but there was a sting to the tail. The spiritual 
life of Islam became entirely Sharia-defined. Everything that didn’t meet 
the test of Ibn Taymiyya’s singular Sharia-based ruling became a form of 
bida’a, and therefore reprehensible and to be shunned. His understanding 
of the Quranic text was entirely literalist, to the point of being anthromor- 
phic. He would affirm that God literally had hands and a face. He detested 
shrines and the ceremonies associated with the birth or death of Sufi 

saints. His attitude to the Shia, in whatever form, was implacably hostile 
and aggressive. The Shia, of course, returned his hatred of them with their
own unflattering epithets. His attitude to Sufism is riddled with contradic
tions and ambiguities, ranging from complete condemnation and accusa
tions of polytheism to a grudging respect for a few of its leading saintly 
figures. His hatred for the medieval mystic Ibn ‘Arabi was intense — a trait 
which has carried to his modern-day followers.

Ibn Taymiyya’s effects on Islam have not been entirely constructive. His 
constant campaigns of vilification, directed as they were against all and 
sundry and mixed with the occasional profundity, led to his being severely 
reprimanded by the leading scholars of the time. Even his own students 
condemned him for his indiscriminate attacks on the pious and righteous 
and for his constant hurling of the accusation of bida’a.12 For his rejection
of key tenets of orthodox Sunni thought, Ibn Taymiyya was sent to prison 
by four judges representing the four schools of law in Sunni Islam.

Even though hundreds of thousands of Damascenes attended Ibn 
Taymiyya’s funeral, his influence was quickly forgotten in the world of 
Islam and remained so until the advent of Ibn Abd el-Wahhab, the founder
of the eponymous Wahhabi movement in eighteenth-century Arabia.
Ibn Abd el-Wahhab relied on Ibn Taymiyya as the main source for his own 
Kitab at-Tawhid (The Book of Unity), the founding text of Wahhabism. 
However, the legacy of Salafism, which is a diluted version of Wahhabism, 
has been more pervasive in Muslim lands. Salafism, which was more 
‘contemporary’ and less doctrinally primitive, has relied more extensively 
on the works of Ibn Taymiyya.

In Egypt, it was the arrival of the Tripolitan Muhammed Rashid Ridha in 
1897 that gave Salafism its first pan-Islamic champion. Ridha’s al-Manar 
newspaper was a mouthpiece for the ideas of Ibn Taymiyya, and his deep 
dislike for Sufism, together with his insistence on the ijtihad model of
Ibn Taymiyya, coloured his modernism. Al-Manar had a huge impact and 
provided the principal intellectual prop for the spread of the Salafi move
ment to the far corners of the world - in fact, wherever the newspaper 
was read.

The Wahhabi/Salafi strain in Sunni Islam remained a minority position 
throughout most of the twentieth century. Nearly all state-sponsored reli
gious establishments in the Sunni Muslim world were dominated by an 
innate conservatism and avoided any direct political action that challenged 
the status quo.13 However, the rise in power of the Saudi state and the enor
mous growth of its financial resources paved the way for the widespread
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diffusion of its official Wahhabi doctrine. The centre of gravity of the 
Sunni world has thus shifted markedly in the past two decades towards 
the Wahhabi/Salafi interpretations, rooted as these are in the system of 
Ibn Taymiyya. The effect has been to radicalize Sunni Islam by weakening 
its connection with the classical schools of law. These were inherently 
moderate, restrained and subtle in their decisions, and allowed for consid- 
erable flexibility and leeway in their implementation. Invariant rulings, 
which held sway for all times and places, were the exception rather than 
the rule. The rise of the Wahhabi/Salafi system challenged these schools 
at a number of levels. Wahhabi/Salafi thought followed 'Ibn Taymiyya in 
rejecting allegiance to any of the four schools of law as a formal require
ment for the believer. The result was a barrage of obligatory rulings which 
ignored the laborious and limiting process by which conclusions and deci
sions had been previously achieved.

The richness and variety of Islam was gradually stifled by tying the 
believer down through an incredible array of detailed regulations and 
rules. As the scholar Khaled Abou el Fadi wrote in his 2001 dissection of 
the new authoritarianism in Islam, Speaking in God's Name.14

Essentially, contemporary ijtihad efforts often were the product of an 
authoritarian process that yielded closed determinations, which effec
tively signalled the death of the same legal system that the ijtihad efforts 
hoped to reinvigorate. The usual process, if one can call it a process, of this 
code-like new ijtihad largely consisted of citing some anecdotal evidence 
or selective reports attributed to the Prophet, and then declaring the law 
of God to be such-or-such.

Given that the system is designed to produce uniquely ‘appropriate’ 
rulings, the end result is that Wahhabism/Salafism becomes a vehicle for a 
wide range of rulings which have canonical force. The death knell for 
Islamic law is sounding. All its vitality, originality and appositeness fades 
away, turning it into a massive manual with rulings often drawn from the 
shoddy scholarship of bigoted clerics and Islamic activists with little 
jurisprudential training.

Some of the rulings that have emanated from the official Wahhabi council 
for legal opinions in Saudi Arabia have been truly outlandish and are objects 
of ridicule. A good many of them relate specifically to women, their freedom 
to work and travel, and their permissible inner and outer garments.15 Other 
rulings from Wahhabi clerics have been used by terrorists and jihadis to

justify all manner of atrocities, including the 9/11 attacks. In a taped inter
view after the 9/11 attacks, Bin Laden is seen discussing them with a Saudi 
cleric who then gives the matter his blessing. Fatwas by radical Wahhabi 
defies have justified mass murder against the Shia in Iraq, Pakistan and 
Afghanistan as well as a virulent hatred for the Sufi orders and for any mani
festation of local Islam, and have provided the religious cover for a good part 
of the terrorism which has plagued the world.

Accommodation and Tolerance

Mutual tolerance between the varieties of Islamic faith and practice and 
accommodation of the non-Muslim populations who lived alongside 
Muslims formed an important element of Islamic civilization. Necessarily, 
the lead had to come from the majority religious group — the Sunni ortho
doxy in most cases - which acknowledged the legitimacy and rights of the 
minority groups. The operative word in Islam is accommodation, not 
tolerance. Accommodation is a permanent arrangement which implies the 
creation of a recognized and legitimate space for other religious and 
doctrinal groups. Toleration on the other hand assumes the supremacy of 
one over the other but allows the other to exist on sufferance. The 
Sunni-Shia relationship throughout most of Islamic history was one of 
accommodation rather than toleration, in spite of important theological 
differences.16 Apart from the historical and social circumstances that 
would have encouraged accommodation between the various sects of 
Islam, the charge of kufr (infidelity) in Islam is a very grave one, and all 
Islamic schools of law use extremely strict and narrow criteria in defining 
it. The purpose is to avoid any possibility of bloodshed and sedition, and 
of breaking the prized unity of the Muslim umma.

The great theologian al-Ghazali wrote the definitive treatise on the 
charge of kufr. In essence, any person who declares the statement of faith 
of Islam, ‘There is no God but Allah, and Muhammad is His messenger’, is 
ipso facto a Muslim.17 Al-Ghazali states categorically that ‘there should be 
no branding any person an Unbeliever over any secondary issue whatso
ever as a matter of principle’. The Shia doctrine of the hidden imam might 
be objectionable, as it is according to al-Ghazali, but it is unconnected with 
the fundamentals of the faith. This narrows unbelief either to denying the 
unity of God or to denying that the Prophet Muhammad was truthful in 
delivering his message. This viewpoint was echoed by the Shia grand 
ayatollahs. A number of them throughout history would have harsh words
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to say about the companions of the Prophet, the Prophet’s wife, Aisha, and 
the caliphs who preceded Ali. But, in spite of their hostility to these key 
figures in Islam, such ayatollahs would not cast any Sunni Muslim into the 
circle of kufr. Thus the leeway for accommodating diversity was very 
broad, and only a few extremist groups whose roots are in Islam are 
excluded from the community of Islam. These extremists - many of whom 
venerate Ali, the first imam of the Shia, to the point of deification - are 
excluded because they implicitly deny the unity of God in their belief in 
immanence (hulul) and in doctrines such as transubstantiation. In the 
evolution of Islamic civilization, some of these extremists, for instance, the 
Nusairis and the Druze of Greater Syria, were pushed out of the main 
urban areas of Islam into mountain redoubts until modern times.

The absence of a supreme ecclesiastic authority - even in Shia Islam, 
where the grand ayatollahs can and do disagree among themselves - makes 
it difficult to realize the establishment of a single orthodox dogma over all 
Muslims. The natural state of Islam is therefore diversity, and a broad range 
of sects and groups do co-exist within it. In fact, there is an oft-quoted 
narration from the Prophet which celebrates the diversity of opinion 
within the scholars of the faith. It is astounding, in modern Salafi eyes, for 
example, that the highest offices of the Abbasid Caliphate could ever be 
held by Shia. But the triumph of the Wahhabi/Salafi school has eroded the 
natural elasticity of the Islamic community. The Wahhabi/Salafi school 
could now claim that they had the right to determine who was within the 
faith. The closing of the Islamic mind, at least in this respect, is very much 
a modem phenomenon.

The global spread of Wahhabism/Salafism is directly attributable to the 
massive financial support which is provided for the Wahhabi daawa (or 
mission) by the Saudi state, and lately by wealthy businessmen and 
merchants.18 The role of Wahhabist propaganda in the radicalization of 
Muslim youth in the ghettoes of western Europe or in the villages and 
slums of South Asia has been well documented. The sum total of this 
relentless activity to force the world of Sunni Islam into the straightjacket 
of Wahhabi/Salafi thought has been the creation of the scaffolding of a 
new type of religious authority in Sunni Islam, one which may portend the 
establishment of a church-like institution which may come to dominate 
the world of Sunni Islam.

The eagerly anticipated Islamic ‘Reformation’ may very well end up as 
the diametrical opposite of what was expected: as a rigidifying of Islam 
managed by a uniquely intolerant and narrow-minded class of clerics, 

drawn from a backwater of Islamic civilization and willingly cut off from 
the magnificent panorama of Islam’s intellectual tradition. This process 
has been growing exponentially over the past four decades. The bastions of 
traditional Sunni learning have been undermined by their adoption of 
Wahhabist/Salafist thought and by the latter’s devaluation of the classical 
Islamic tradition.

The prevailing Wahhabi/Salafi ascendancy has had a profound effect on

of Muslims’ religious and spiritual sensibilities. A dark cloud hovers over the 
world of observant Sunni Islam. The concern with the minutiae of religious
life, the micro-regulation of daily activity, the smugness that accompanies 
dogmatic certainty, the joylessness of a fastidious religiosity, the lack of 
interest or curiosity either in the past or in the multivariate aspects of Islam, 
have all crept into the religious culture of observant Muslims. The celebra
tions, commemorations and acts of piety that gave Islam its dramatic sweep 
have been forced out Local variants of traditional Muslim festivals — such as
the veneration of the Prophet - are dismissed as bidaa, public expressions of 
spirituality are denied legitimacy. The culture of Islam is drained of vitality 
by a barren utilitarianism which shamelessly draws on the scientific and 
technical achievement of others and celebrates a crude materialism. It has no
aesthetic sensibility and little or no literary creativity. When did this world 
last produce a single work of abiding scientific, intellectual or literary merit, 
and who are its great architects, calligraphers or poets?

But there are tell-tale signs that the Sunni world is beginning to resist 
the type of future that this implies. The grip that Wahhabist/Salafist 
thought was developing over Muslims suffered a serious setback after the 
9/11 attacks. Muslims were driven - partly by the ferocious attacks on their 
faith which came from all quarters - to question the modern course of 
Islam. The need to re-examine entire aspects of Islam, including the rigid 
conservatism which was increasingly becoming its defining feature, was an 
important side-effect of the post-9/11 fallout on the worldwide commu
nity of Muslims.

Non-Arab Muslim countries which had sent hundreds of students to
the Wahhabi academies of Saudi Arabia began to question the wisdom of 
this move. Countries such as Morocco, with its strong and historical 
commitment to the Maliki madhab (school of law), became suspicious of 
the Wahhabi doctrine which denied the need to abide by the rulings of a 
particular school of law. They were also suffering from the ‘blowback’ of 
returning Moroccans who had studied Islam at these schools and who had
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contributed to the radicalization of Moroccan Islam. Sufi orders began to 
proliferate anew, even inside the Wahhabi stronghold of Saudi Arabia. In 
2005, thousands of mourners attended the funeral of a well-respected Sufi 
Sheikh in Mecca, Sayyid Muhammad Alawi.19 He had been ostracized by 
the Wahhabi establishment and forbidden to hold classes in the Grand 
Mosque of Mecca. The terrible sectarian carnage in Iraq after the 2003 US 
invasion and its aftermath also gave pause to those who anathematized the 
Shia. Calls for inter-sectarian dialogue multiplied, leading to the 2005 
Amman Message of leading scholars of Sunni and Shia Islam.

The Amman Message

A number of organizations had been created in the past to try to bring 
together the two great schools of Islam. The most notable attempt was 
in the 1940s, when the al-Azhar University sponsored a formal body 
designed to draw together the two schools.20 However, with the increasing 
influence of anti-Shia Wahhabism on Sunni thought, this effort 
languished. The Amman Message of 2005 was initiated by the king of 
Jordan and aimed to make clear the legitimate schools of Islam, the condi
tions of declaring a person an apostate, and the authorities entitled to issue 
rulings on matters of Islamic law and jurisprudence. It came at a time of 
increased sectarian tensions throughout the Muslim world - tensions 
partly brought on by the Iraq crisis and by increasing fears about inter
national terrorism’s possible use of Islamic religious rulings in order to 
justify acts of violence and indiscriminate killings. Scholars from all the 
major Islamic schools of thought assembled in Amman. Crucially, the 
Saudi government encouraged the participation of its state-sponsored 
ulema organizations in the conference, and both Iran and Iraq sent high- 
level delegations from their Shia hierarchies to Amman. The result was an 
unequivocal call for Muslim unity; a condemnation of terrorism; and a 
forbidding of unsubstantiated fatwas issued by illegitimate groups who 
claimed religious authority.21 The conference’s recommendations and 
resolution were approved by all the participants, as well as by the Saudi 
government. The Saudi government had formally acknowledged that the 
Shia are in fact Muslims after all.22

The resolution affirmed the proximity to each other of the rulings of the 
religious schools of Islam and the fact that they all adhered to the essential 

‘pillars9 of Islam. But, much to its credit, the resolution did not shrink from 
admitting that there were important theological differences between the 

sects. Finally it denounced the issuing of fatwas by unauthorized individ
uals, a decision clearly aimed at radical and terrorist groups.

Acknowledgement of the schools of Islamic jurisprudence (Mathahib) 
within Islam means adhering to a fundamental methodology in the 
issuance of fatwas: no one may issue a fatwa without the requisite qualifi
cations of knowledge. No one may issue a fatwa without adherini
the methodology of the schools of Islamic jurisprudence. No one may 
daim to do unlimited Ijtihad and create a new opinion or issue unac
ceptable fatwas that take Muslims out of the principles and certainties 
of the Shari’ah and what has been established in respect of its schools of 
jurisprudence.23

Tins vigorous statement from the assembled dignitaries of Islam reaf
firmed the authority of tradition. Its focus on the schools of Islam stressed 
the significance of centuries of learning in the formulation of Islamic rulings. 
Its signatories included, unsurprisingly, all the official religious institutions of 
the main Islamic countries, as well as important centres of learning and 
scholarship such as al-Azhar. Scholars associated with the Salafi strain of 
Islam also signed up - including Yusuf al-Qaradawi, a former stalwart of the 
Muslim Brotherhood, who now headed a state-sponsored religious council 
in Qatar. The Saudi state stood firmly behind the new efforts to improve 
sectarian harmony. These efforts reflected both the reformist tendencies of
King Abdullah ibn Abd el-Aziz and genuine fears regarding the uncontrolled 
activities of the radical Wahhabi clerical class. Nevertheless, the statement
carried only a few signatories from the Wahhabi establishment. The raison 
d’tiat that drove the Saudis and others to sign up for the declaration was not 
met by the Wahhabi establishment with an equal commitment to the new era 
of inter-sectarian harmony and brotherhood.

A follow-up conference to the Amman meeting of Sunni and Shia 
scholars was held soon thereafter in Mecca. But in February 2006, scarcely 
six months after the Mecca conference, one of Shia Islam’s most sacred
sites, the al-Askariya Shrine of the Two Imams in Sammarra, Iraq, was
blown up by operatives of al-Qaeda in Iraq. This unleashed an orgy of
violence, mainly directed at the Sunni population of Iraq. The ensuing
mayhem reached near civil war levels, with thousands killed and hundreds 
of thousands internally displaced or fleeing to nearby countries.

The more radical Wahhabi clerics in Saudi Arabia applauded the 
destruction of the shrine, while the officially sanctioned groups mostly
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kept silent. Ibn Jibreen, a notoriously anti-Shia cleric, was widely believed 
to have encouraged his followers to spread an ‘underground’ fatwa calling 
for the destruction of all shrines, as shrines would encourage idolatry. 
Wahhabi practice in Saudi Arabia and Afghanistan is replete with inci
dents where historical sites, shrines and tombs have been desecrated or
destroyed. A notable case which achieved international notoriety was the 
2001 destruction of the giant Buddha statues in Bamyan province, 
Afghanistan, by the Taliban.24 Ibn Jibreen himself posted fatwas relating to 
the Shia and the Sufis which were uniformly scathing and condemnatory. 
The wars within Islam were not going to disappear so quickly.

Reformers and Their Discontents

both by an inner ethic, and by a divine sanction becomes untenable in 
terms of its immutability. Within the framework of classical Islamic cate
gories, these relationships are expressed as Sharia (the relationship between 
humans); Tariqa (the relationship between the individual and the self) and 
Haqiqa (the relationship between God and the human being) .27

A major expounder on the problem of what is fixed and what is change
able in Islam - indeed in religion as a whole - is the contemporary Iranian 
philosopher Abd el-Karim Soroush. Born in 1945 and educated in Iran 
and at London University, Soroush was one of the stalwarts of the Iranian 
Revolution of 1979. For a while, as a member of the Cultural Revolution 
Committee, he was responsible for revamping the Iranian higher educa
tion system, the vetting of academics and the reconstitution of the 
curriculum. Later he fell out with the new clerical establishment and

A good portion of these religious disputes was also to do with the accept
able limits up to, and conditions in, which change can be tolerated within 
Islam without destroying its essential features. The issue of what is incon- 
trovertibly fixed in the religion of Islam and what is capable of change has 
existed throughout the whole history of Islam. Heresies, and even new reli
gions such as the Bahai faith, grew when what was thought to be fixed was 
challenged and overthrown.25 The need to limit the scope of change before 
it turned destructive to the core doctrines of Islam became of paramount 
importance.26 The evolution of the four main schools of jurisprudence as a 
type of orthodoxy in Sunni Islam happened in response to the ever-present 
risk of schisms and divisions affecting the Islamic community. Shiism, itself 
doctrinally different in important ways from Sunni Islam, also evolved its 
own form of orthodoxy, albeit after a considerable length of time. In both 
cases, the impulse was to control what was permissible, to establish author
itative structures for the belief systems and practices of the faith, and to 
ward off the possibility of deviations and unacceptable innovations.

There are in reality only three aspects to the question of immutability in 
Islam: the first deals with the relationship between God and the individual; 
the second with the relationship between humans themselves; and the third 
with the relationship between the human being and his or her own self. All 
these aspects must come together as a whole, to establish what is unalter
able. If the common denominators between the three are established, then 
these must, almost by definition, be considered the axioms of Islam. Thus 
an inner spirituality which does not express itself in creedal doctrines or 
in an institutional and legal framework is intrinsically deficient. Similarly, 
the insistence on a particular aspect of Sharia law which is not matched

became a well-known dissident Islamic thinker, part of the uniquely 
Iranian class of religious intellectuals. Soroush has been under constant 
harassment and threats of attack by agents of the Iranian establishment, 
but he has stood his intellectual ground, inside Iran as well as in numerous 
appearances at various international conferences and academic institu
tions. Although his interests are wide-ranging and include the relationship 
of Islam with democracy, human and civil rights, gender issues and polit
ical pluralism, he is best known for his theory of the expansion and 
contraction of religious knowledge. Enthusiastic western commentators 
have called him ‘the Islamic Luther’, seeing in his work the possibility of 
Islam’s supposedly long-delayed reformation.28

Soroush’s principal contention is that there is a distinction between reli
gion per se and religious knowledge.29 Religion, he asserts, is divine, 
having been revealed by God, but human beings are left to realize the 
purposes and precepts of religion. They do so through religious knowl
edge, which is ‘entirely human and subject to all the dictates of human 
knowledge’.30 Soroush reformulates the old adage of the metaphysical Sufis 
that, while the Haqiqa (that is, reality or God) is absolute, the Sharia is 
relative, but Soroush does so within the terms of his own philosophy of 
religion. Thus Sharia becomes not a creed ordained by God, immutable 
and fixed, but rather one which allows for change and refinement within 
Man’s own interpretations of religious knowledge. Religious beliefs, no 
matter how intensely held, represent no more than one’s own under
standing of religion. Religious knowledge forms part of any number of 
humanistic sciences and philosophies, and is no different in essence from, 
say, sociology or metaphysics. It has ‘a collective and dynamic identity and
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that remains viable through the constant exchange, cooperation and 
competition of scholars’.31 It may be full of errors or full of insights, but it 
will still be a human formulation - subject to contraction and expansion 
within a temporal framework.

So divine effulgence created a sacred space in which the explorations 
of religious knowledge can take place. It is not a secular construct, since 
the purpose of those who seek religious knowledge is to find the divine 
principle behind mankind’s condition and endeavours. ‘For the believers, 
religion quickens the blaze of the sublime quest, delivers from inner attach
ments, grants ascent above earthly concerns... and induces a sense of utter 
wonder so that one may hear the call of “God is the Truth” from every 
particle in the universe.’32 Religious knowledge on the other hand is ‘a 
sincere attempt to understand [the Prophetic] message through repeated 
consultation with the sacred text and the Tradition. Scholars of religion 
have no other status or service than this.’33 They cannot appropriate for 
themselves the infallible or unerring status of prophets or imams.

Soroush’s own theory has to be put in the context of the Iranian 
Revolution; of his disenchantment with its domination by the ulema and 
with the establishment of the quasi-infallible status of the wilayat-al-faqih 
(rule of the jurisprudent); and of his constant brush with the authorities 
on matters of doctrine, democracy, and human rights and freedoms. The 
theory undermines the intellectual and religious foundations of the 
Islamic Republic by denying the legitimacy that the mujtahids give them
selves as the final arbiters of religious law and doctrine. If religious knowl
edge is changeable and dependent on knowledge from outside the religious 
context, then it certainly follows that the ulemas cannot make such 
astounding claims.

The entire body of the Sharia is then recast in this context, and the 
received body of doctrines and practices relating to Islam are regularly 
questioned. Modern notions of freedoms, rights and democracy are 
reconciled with religious knowledge rather than tested against some 
invariant standard of reference drawn from traditional theology or 
jurisprudence. Soroush’s ideal is not a secular, not even a democratic,
society but a religious community where the sense of the sacred hovers 
over humanity. Knowledge of the sacred, however, is derived from the 
collective human experience in all the sciences and disciplines. Soroush’s 
reconstruction of Islamic knowledge opened the way for including all 
maimer of constructs into the body of ‘religious knowledge’ as defined by 
him - from the culture of rights to the issues of secularism, freedom and 

democracy. Soroush does not quite acknowledge that western liberal 
values automatically become a part of the religious knowledge of our time, 
but he comes close to it. He is always careful to couch his analyses in 
general terms and categories, without specifically adopting the notion that 
liberal values are a necessary concomitant of contemporary religious 
knowledge. For example, he attempts to strike a balance in his treatment 
of the modem notion of human rights versus the traditional emphasis on 
human duties to God. Human rights are a central element of modern 
political conditions and must therefore be taken into account when devel
oping a religiously sanctioned system of government.

A similar indirect case is made for democracy within a religious society. 
Soroush sees a religious society as being essentially moral and therefore 
acting as the moral conscience of a democratic order. Democracy func
tions best when its leaders are subjected - or subject themselves - to moral 
rather than legal sanction. There is a natural affinity between a democratic 
sensibility and a religious morality.

The Soroushian world view targets the Sharia foundations, that is, the 
relationship between human beings, of Islamic civilization. By denying 
immutability and, by inference, the validity of the systems which limit 
independent reasoning in religious decisions either to a privileged class of 
ulema or to a very narrowly circumscribed ambit of acceptable topics, the 
Sharia loses its innate conservatism. In fact the Sharia may well not be
necessary for an Islamic society, at least in its traditional form. Secular law 
and the notions of liberal democracy can be a valid substitute as long as
society as a whole retains its commitment to religious faith and uses a 
morality derived from religion in order to supervise and monitor those 
who exercise power. One assumes that Soroush’s religious society would 
automatically confirm the relationship between God and the human indi
vidual through belief in the sacred and in its absolute transcendence.

In his later writings, Soroush has given more attention to the relation
ship between the human being and the self, with his increased interest in 
the mystics of Islam, and especially in the Sufi poets of Islam’s middle
centuries who wrote in the medium of Persian. The poet Jalaluddin Rumi 
looms large in his concerns, with the majestic sweep of his great poem the 
‘Mathnawi’ and its intoxicating love of God. Once again, Sufism is brought 
as a form of traditional cover for a system which could be misinterpreted, 
as it veers dangerously away from the Islamic mainstream. But Soroush 
stays defiantly within the bounds of Islam and could in no way be consid
ered a secular modernist of any kind. His ultimate purpose is to revive
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Islam by broadening its concern with ideas and structures which are 
outside of its inherited legacy and by engaging with modern values and 
systems. If the traditional forms in which the Sharia and its guardians are 
cast have to be sacrificed, then so be it. It may even be a religious duty to 
dare to consider new forms in which God’s purpose is to be manifested.

However, Soroush’s theory is held together by the finest of threads, 
namely the assumption that God’s purpose cannot be ascertained at all 
times absolutely in the same way, as the domain of the sacred is forever 
barred from humans, with very few exceptions: the prophets and those 
granted mystical insights. Nevertheless, the entire edifice of Islam is built 
on the indisputable existence of a sacred text and of the historical being 
who was Prophet Muhammad — to, and through, whom the text was 
revealed. The text itself cannot be relativistic, although it may assume the 
relativity of aspects of it which deal with worldly matters. Rules for 
approaching the understanding of the sacred text have to be established, 
otherwise the text will sit in a vacuum — an undiscovered gem. Soroush 
suggests that the standards used for reading the Quran should be based on 
the body of human knowledge outside the domain of the strictly religious. 
In this manner the rules of interpretation of the Quranic text will be 
shifting and necessarily inexact. But no body of knowledge can possibly 
exist without rules and axioms.

So an entire building-block of Islamic thought — the transmitted part - 
becomes essentially tentative and imprecise. It is difficult to see how 
Soroush’s concept of religious knowledge would have any future in Islam. It 
will be simply overwhelmed by the profane world. Sorush’s ideal society is 
more akin to the mildly moral consciousness which exists in social democ
racies, but his is expressed in religious and sacred, rather than in humanist, 
idioms. Perhaps this would be an improvement on life in a theocracy, but it 
is hardly the desired destination for a consciously Islamic civilization. 

incomparability of the text and its divine provenance. Neither did he 
question prophecy and the person of the Prophet Muhammad in the 
spiritual universe of the believing Muslim. But others who were less 
cautious did so.

One of these was the Sudanese reformist thinker and political activist 
Mahmoud Muhammad Taha, who paid for his transgressions with his 
life.34 Taha was bom around 1910 in the Sudan. He gravitated towards 
politics, founding, with others, the Republican Party, which was devoted to 
combating colonialism and the deep sectarianism within Sudanese society. 
He was imprisoned in the late 1940s, and while in jail he became a firm 
adept of Sufism, immersing himself in prayer, fasting and adopting 
various ascetic practices. Jail was for him, as for so many others, a form of 
khalwa the obligatory retreat for those who set themselves on the Sufi 
path. He seemed to have been deeply influenced by the concepts of the 
‘perfect human’ and of the ‘unity of being’, which are associated with the 
great medieval Sufi master Ibn ‘Arabi and his successors.

In the mid-1980s, Taha fell foul of the military regime of Nimairi, which 
had started out as a revolutionary clique inflected with communist
thought. After a series of abortive coups and challenges, Nimairi pro
claimed his regime’s allegiance to political Islam and introduced Sharia 
law in Sudan. Taha’s many opponents inside the regime and among the 
Islamist movement pushed for his arrest and trial for apostasy. He had 
already been found guilty of apostasy by the ulemas of Sudan, who 
obtained two legal opinions on him from the al-Azhar University in
Cairo and from the World Islamic League in Mecca. Taha was hanged on
18 January 1985 on the accusation of apostasy.

Taha was an extreme individualist. He is one of the few thinkers in
modern Islam who build their system on the individual — what he called 
fardiyya. The purpose of human existence, for him, is to achieve absolute 
individual freedom within a society which exhibits total social justice. ‘The

Testing the Limits of the Permissible individual man and woman is the ultimate end, and everything else is a 
means to this individual, including the whole of creation and the Quran,’

Soroush questioned the static nature of the Sharia itself, but he did not 
refashion the meaning of ijtihad (independent reasoning). He placed 
the entire Sharia within the orbit of his definition of‘religious knowledge’, 
that is, a man-made construct which should be periodically re-examined 
in light of the state of knowledge and experience in other fields of 
human endeavour. He did not stray into the more serious problem of 
questioning the immutability of the Quran; he maintained throughout the 

he wrote. Taha’s system can be best described as the application of the 
metaphysical Sufi doctrine of the unity of being to the conditions and
circumstances of modern Muslim societies. Inasmuch as the purpose of 
revelation is to enable the individual to seek salvation by recognizing the 
signs of God in one’s self and in the outer world, the individual’s quest 
reaches its culmination as the veils between God and human beings are 
removed.
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Taha recasts the devotional underpinnings of Islam, especially prayer, in 
terms of their historical setting and of the evolution of the individual’s 
own spiritual reality and psychology. The more evolved a person is, the less 
he or she needs to be bound to the strict forms of the received acts of 
worship. There is the formal Islamic prayer, and there is the prayer of the 
individual who sees in each act of this sort a direct dialogue with God. 
There are the formal mechanisms for interpreting the Quran, and then 
there is the quest for the deeper, more subtle meanings which remove the 
barriers between the worshipped and the worshipper. Everything dissolves 
into the recognition that there is nothing in creation but God. Even 
prophecy becomes linked to the state of the individual’s own elevated spir
ituality. To rely on the Prophet’s sayings and conduct for one’s own actions 
and beliefs is a sign of spiritual immaturity, which needs to be transcended 
as one moves along the spiritual path.

This radical view goes well beyond the attempt to recast the Sharia in 
light of modem conditions. Basically, Taha is saying that modern condi
tions afford the spiritual person a far greater range of options than past 
conditions. The spiritualized individual in Islam understands and appre
ciates prophecy, but he or she must situate it in an age where the possibil
ities of direct spiritual experience were far fewer than they are today. 
Prophecy becomes a non-essential item in religious awareness, at least for 
those who have progressed along the path of realizing God’s purpose and 
of sensing that, in the end, God is all.

Taha was equally radical in his treatment of the Quran. He uses the divi
sion of the chapters of the Quran into the Meccan and Medinan phases, as 
a clear distinction between those chapters that can inspire the individual’s 
quest for enlightenment - the Meccan verses - and those which deal with 
the more worldly matters of human relationships and social organization - 
the Medinan verses. The latter are clearly historical in nature and content 
and have no relevance to modern conditions. Nevertheless they are part of 
the totality of the Quran, which has both a temporal and a non-temporal 
aspect to it. The Meccan verses, on the other hand, are not situated in time. 
They are universally valid for the spiritual seeker and they are a powerful 
aid to the full realization of Man’s spiritual potential. In the end, even the 
Quran will vanish in the direct encounter between the human being and 
God. Nothing, as the Quran says, will be left except the visage of God. This 
goes even beyond the bounds of ecstatic Sufism, which sought to find the 
inner, esoteric dimensions within the outer forms of Islamic worship and 
conduct.

Taha ends by denying the validity of the Medinan verses for modern 
conditions; essentially he rejects the Sharia as merely a historical legacy 
whose utility has been superseded. The legacy of Islam becomes nearly 
entirely ephemeral, with the exception of the supercharged spirituality of 
the Meccan verses. Taha abandons the Sharia leg entirely, leaving the 
plumbing of the individual’s spiritual psychology and the Meccan verses of 
the Quran as the way to a revitalized Islamic civilization. This becomes his 
account of the ‘second coming’ of Islam.

The philosophical elegance of Soroush’s theory of religious knowledge 
and the spiritualized individualism, even iconoclasm, of Taha are expres
sions of a profound unease, even fear, concerning the ability of Islamic 
societies to join the concert of materially and culturally more advanced 
societies. They open avenues for explorations and discussions, but they do 
not serve as platforms for further evolution or development. The orthodox 
establishment closes ranks and the innovators are marginalized, then prac
tically ignored. Taha was executed and Soroush is hounded by the thugs of 
the reactionary clerics. There is, however, a common concern which seems 
to unite nearly all the would-be reformers of Islam — namely the issue of 
the Sharia, the outer rules and strictures of Islam. Nearly all seek to reform, 
modify or eliminate the Sharia, or, from another part of the spectrum 
entirely, to insist on its validity in its undiluted form. This focus on the 
Sharia distorts the essential unity of Islam, creating an unbalanced struc
ture and proposals for change which are incomplete. Too much focus on 
the Sharia leaves spirituality in the shadows; too little Sharia-focus creates 
an unrecognizable and deficient Islam. As the moderate Sufis used to say: 
‘He who seeks spiritual awareness without constraining himself by the 
outer law is liable to heresy; he who seeks only the outer law without spir
itual attainment opens the way for corruption.’

Towering above these concerns is the religious genius of Muhammad 
ibn Idris al-Shafi’i, an eighth-century jurist who framed the essential char
acteristics of Sunni Islam and whose influence, if only by example, 
extended to the Shia world. The formulation that Islam is the ‘book and the 
way’ of the Prophet (Kitab wa Surina) is so rooted in Islamic consciousness 
that it would be impossible to consider Islam outside of this context. The 
edifice of the Sharia was built on the practice of the Prophet Muhammad, 
known through an authentic system of traditions attributable to the 
Prophet himself. The canons of prophetic traditions - such as those of 
Muslim or of Muhammad al-Bukhari — become foundational texts for 
Sunni Islam. Shafi’i allowed some leeway to the individual jurists mainly
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through reasoning and the consensus of scholars, but their scope 
was severely circumscribed. The corpus of the Prophet’s sayings and 
actions become the essential yardstick by which God’s purpose can be 
ascertained. Their permanence assumed an inviolate status, and ignoring 
or circumventing the Sharia became tantamount to belittling the prophetic 
experience.

Soroush and others would place the system of Shafi’i squarely in the 
category of acquired religious knowledge, but this system is so funda
mental to the subsequent unfolding of Islamic thought and life that it is 
unlikely to be easily or painlessly superseded. Many writers have held it 
primarily responsible for the rigidity of the Islamic world view, but this is 
entirely false and unjustified. The bridge between the permanent, or 
absolute, sacred knowledge and the ephemeral has to be, in itself, suffi
ciently immune to tampering. It is not that the system of Shafi’i is sacred 
in the conventional sense, but it is a good and continuing guide to the 
knowledge of the sacred within Islam. For over a millennium, this and 
similar systems which purport to translate the absolute into the relative 
have proved resilient and flexible, and have met the needs of Muslims and 
Islamic society. There is little in them which is inherently reactionary or 
obscurantist. They also have overwhelming support from the mass of 
Muslims, to whom they are addressed in the first place. In Islam, changing 
the terms of the relationship between God and the human being without 
preserving the central role of prophecy and the person of the Prophet 
Muhammad is a futile effort. In the pre-eminently religious world view of 
Islam, a Sharia will always be necessary. The inherited forms of the Sharia 
may be amenable to change, but the displacement of the Sharia and a 
disenchanted world of Islam are an altogether different proposition.

The Future Understanding and Practice of Islam

An Islamic reformation can also produce totally unpredictable outcomes. 
The calls for ijtihad or independent reasoning, for example, are based on

reasoning process. But in fact ijtihad has not so much modernized the faith
the assumption that a rational and humanist ethos will govern the

the radically reactionary ideology of religious fundamentalism. This 
ideology can drift towards violence and terror at one level, as in fact it 
has already done; it can also become the handmaiden of powerful princes 
and dynasties, as the alliance between reactionary Wahhabi clerics and

the worldly Saudi royal family amply demonstrates. Both these elements 
were discernable in the Protestant Reformation, and similar trends are 
emerging within Islam.

The remaking of a civilization will not be a simple and short affair. Easy 
and simplistic predictions, which rely on historical analogy or on the 
inevitable surrender to the forces of technology and economic power, are 
bound to be wrong. The Reformation took nearly two centuries before the 
end of the wars of religion could be proclaimed. The crises within Islam 
have not yet reached a full-scale war between the sects, although they came 
dangerously dose to that result in recent years in the Arab Middle East, as 
they did in Iraq during the 2005—7 civil strife and in Lebanon after the 
brief war between Israel and Hezbollah in the summer of 2006. The brew
is dangerously unstable and it is being added to, on an almost daily basis, 
by outside meddling which is driven by ignorance, sheer bigotry and 
unwillingness to accept a world view which, no matter how confused, 
dazed and tattered at present, might nevertheless offer an alternative
vision of life for a significant portion of mankind.

The cast of characters and ideas competing for attention and power in 
the world of Islam is as varied as that of the Reformation in Europe. It is
unlikely that one set of ideas or doctrines will prevail, or that one state will 
emerge as the nucleus of a new world power or, in the nightmare of 
national security policy planners, as a super-Islamic state. It is too early to 
say which way the wind is blowing. There is still a host of issues and prob
lems that have to be resolved, but one can isolate a number of them for
special attention. These include the narrowing of Sunni thought, the 
prospects for Iran’s unique form of religious government and the long
term effects of the West’s intervention in Muslim affairs, which is partly 
motivated by the imperative to contain radical political Islam.

In this confused and turbulent landscape the prospects for traditional 
orthodoxies may appear uncertain, but their resilience should not be 
underestimated. It is likely therefore that the varieties of orthodoxies will 
continue to define the landscape of Islam. What type of orthodoxies will 
prevail? Will there be space for other forms of Islamic expression, small or 
large, marginal or significant? At the broadest level, the Sunni world will 
have to determine for itself whether the historical schools of Islam and
their collective traditions continue to form the backbone of jurispruden
tial rulings during the long process of adjustment which is the revolt of 
Islam. The challenge from a vigorous and well-funded Wahhabi/Salafi 
movement is far from being contained, but at least the response to its



134 The Crisis of Islamic Civilization
The Reformations of Islam 135

radical and violent wing is no longer so supine. Particular schools of Sunni 
Islam, aided by the state, may re-assert their authority in countries with 
which they had been historically associated. This seems to be happening in 
Morocco, where the Maliki school of law is being re-emphasized as state 
policy; as well as in Malaysia, where the Shafi’i school of law has been inti
mately connected with the Islamization of the Malays.

We may see a greater identification of the varieties of Islam with the
major specific ethnic and cultural groups of the historical civilization of 
Islam: the Arab world; the South Asian world; the Malay world; the African

The challenge of dissident Islamic groups to the ruling orthodoxies will 
always be there; it may even be exacerbated. The challenges may come 
from political groups, but they could also be mass movements associated 
with charismatic leaders or apocalyptic expectations. Mahdist movements, 
to which the Shia are particularly prone, are already proliferating. They 
may not overthrow the prevalent orthodoxies, but they will always be an 
irritant and a refrain.

The sum total of these changes, played out over decades, will determine 
the course of Islam in the twenty-first century. The reformation of Islam

world; and the Turkic-speaking world - each of these containing between will be an incremental process of change and adjustment, punctuated by
200 and 400 million Muslims. A reinvigoration of Sufi orders and of less upheavals, crises and traumas that will feed back into the adjustment
structured spiritual movements is already apparent, recreating the diver
sity and the spirit of inner directedness which has been the hallmark of 
pre-modern Islam. A specific ‘diaspora’ Islam may also emerge, dealing 
with the particular needs and requirements of Muslims, both immigrants 
and converts, in a western context. It is in this arena that the more pressing 
issues of identity, citizenship and religious loyalty, and integration and 
multiculturalism will have to be resolved - or left festering. English has
already joined Arabic, Persian and Urdu, the classical languages of Islamic 
high culture, as a medium for expressing ideas in modern Islam. Its wide
spread use by western-educated Muslims is bound to have an effect on the 
evolution of Islamic culture and civilization. This is a powerful unknown, 
as English brings with it the possibility of articulating entirely new
concepts.

The Shia world, also a block of nearly 200 million Muslims, is one that 
cuts across ethnic and cultural lines. Shiism will continue to be coloured 
by its status as the national religion of Iran and by the powerful role of 
Iranian ayatollahs. But it will have to contend with the possibility of a rein
vigorated and independent hierarchy emerging from the upheaval in Iraq. 
A combination of a territorial Shia hierarchy, focused on a particular 
country but with grand ayatollahs hailing from different parts of the world 
(a phenomenon which seems to be emerging in Iraq), may co-exist with 
a ‘national’ Shia authority, as in Lebanon. These various outcomes for 
the Shia would have to deal with the centralized religious authority of the 
Iranian state under its supreme religious ruler. The course of Shiism in the 
world will most certainly be affected by the future of the Iranian theocratic 
regime and, to a lesser extent, by the revitalization of the seminaries and 
academies of Najaf. Whether they will ever match the sheer scale and scope 
of the state-sponsored institutions of Iran is a moot point.

process.
In reality, these issues, although critical to the course of Islam, pale in 

significance in the face of the main question. Will Muslims continue to 
affirm the power of the unseen, as understood in the religion of Islam, in 
the ordering of their private and public lives and in their societies? The 
Reformation may have well started as a reaction against a worldly church 
and from the intense desire to find an individual pathway to God. In that 
sense, the Reformation had a profoundly spiritual aspect. But it could well 
be argued that the intervening centuries of instability and violence sealed 
the fate of a public religiosity. Divisions within Christendom became 
definitive; kings and emperors grew in influence as the state consolidated 
its power against ecclesiastical authority, and the personal and spiritual 
was left behind.

The belief, widely held in modem Europe, that religion is inherently 
divisive is certainly traceable to the travails of the Reformation. But, as a 
way station to secularism and modernity, the European wars of religion 
may have been a necessary precondition. Would Luther have embarked on 
his epoch-changing calls for reform if he could have foreseen the ‘end of 
God’ in the ordering of human affairs? In the final analysis, as Harvey Cox 
wrote in his brilliant 1964 book The Secular City, the entire thrust of 
modernity, urbanization and secularization is to force Christianity into 
finding ‘a non-religious interpretation of biblical concepts’. He goes on to 
say: Tt will do no good to cling to our religious and metaphysical versions 
of Christianity in the hope that one day religion or metaphysics will once 
again be back.’35 Quoting a prison letter from the German pastor Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer, who was murdered by the Nazis just before the end of the 
Second World War, Cox wrote: ‘We are proceeding toward a time of no reli
gion at all... How do we speak of God without religion?’36 In another 
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prison letter, Bonhoeffer would write: ‘The world that has come of age is 
more godless, and perhaps for that very reason nearer to God, than the 
world before its coming of age?37 If that is the final state of the Protestant 
Reformation, how can (or, more appropriately, how will) Muslims ever 
regard Islam in these or in similar terms?

It is very difficult to conceive of the withdrawal of Islam from the public 
sphere as an essential component of Islam's self-realization. A desacralized 
world is not fertile ground for the nurturing of a private faith and is far 
from the reality of Islam, both past and present. The privatization of Islam 
may be the ardent wish of both God-intoxicated individuals and secular 
modernizers, but it does not appeal to the broad sweep of Muslims, who 
still expect to see a public manifestation of Islam in their daily lives. It is 
this inherent difficulty in separating the public from the private aspect of 
Islam, and the individual Muslim from Muslim society, that makes the task

CHAPTER 6

Territory and Power

of ‘reforming’ Islam so fraught with difficulty and unpredictability.
From the very outset, Muslim civilisation was built on foundations supplied by 
ideology alone. It has never had anything to do with the concepts of race or 
nation. ...Ours has always been an ideological civilization — with the Law of 
the Qur’an as its source and, more than that, as its only historical justification. 
To speak of the Muslim ummah as something politically justified and cultur
ally valuable ... and in the same breath to question the importance of Islamic 
Law as the form-giving element in our life is hypocritical or, alternatively, an 
outcome of ignorance.

Muhammad Asad, writer and essayist, This Law of Ours and Other Essays 
(dar al-andalus: gibralter, 1993), p. 29.

The famous ‘clash of civilizations’ thesis glossed over an issue of singular 
importance. Of all the great civilizations of the world, it was only Islam 
that had no state ‘champions’ who could act out their role on the global 
stage. The West was amply championed by the United States as well as by 
the countries of western Europe, directly or through the EU. The Hindu 
world was practically contiguous with the sub-continental state of India. 
Confucianism was coterminous with China. Even orthodoxy was champi
oned by the new Russian state built on the debris of the former Soviet 
Union. Each of these states could embody and defend the principles of 
their dvilizations and had the necessary resources, concentrated in a few 
powerful nation-states, to be able to do so. Only Islam lacked the essential 
‘core state’ advocate, or empire, which might, singly or with a few allies, be 
able to defend its interests and values without reference to other powers.
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It is ironic therefore that, whenever Islam was singled out as the main 
protagonist in the ‘clash of civilizations’, little notice was taken of the 
disproportionate power between Islamic states in their fragmented and 
disjointed nature and the large state actors of the other civilizations. The 
collective organizations of Muslim states were never a match, in terms of 
will, purpose or power, to the large state actors of other civilizations.

ethnic wars of the 1990s, in which Muslims were disproportionately 
involved, raised the spectre of a worldwide pan-Islamic movement, bent 
on recreating a new Muslim empire. Public opinion in the western world 
was agitated by garbled notions of what the Umma of Islam actually 
meant The pan-Islamic calls for jihad by Bin Laden were mixed up with 
the widespread concern that a radical Islamic super state - the bogeyman

The Absence of Islamic Territorial Power

The destruction of the last Islamic empire put paid to the possibility of 
a large well-resourced state emerging as a replacement power for the 
Ottomans. Elsewhere when non-westem civilizations came under foreign
control, the post-colonial order still allowed the formation of super states.
China regained its territorial unity, with the exception of Taiwan, after the 
victory of the communists in 1949. India, even after the division from which 
Pakistan and, later, Bangladesh emerged, kept most of its territory and the 
vast majority of the world’s Hindus. But the successor states to the last 
Muslim empires were not reconfigured as large units. The chimerical drive 
to unity attempted by the Arabs in the 1950s and 1960s was never a real 
substitute, in Islamic terms, for the dissolved Ottoman Empire. The largest 
Arab state, Egypt, was far too poor and weak to be a serious champion for 
Islam and Muslim causes. Pakistan abandoned any claim to playing a role in 
this regard, preoccupied as it was with the threats of war or with actual wars 
with India. Iran, after its 1979 revolution, tried to carve a role for itself as 
the defender of Islam, but its Shia identity limited its appeal and influence 
on the wider stage. Islamic civilization was decoupled from large states 
and empires that could effectively embody or defend its message. Samuel 
P. Huntington called this condition ‘consciousness without cohesion’.1 Ever
since, Islamic civilization has been in search of a paladin.

For a while, this condition was of minor significance. The world was 
defined by conflicts other than the supposed ‘clash of civilizations’. During 
the cold war period, the absence of an Islamic core state was not material 
to the stand-off between the West and the Soviet bloc. The West and the
Soviets sought allies from individual Muslim states and not from Islam as 
such. While the West in its propaganda chose to draw Islam into its orbit 
by emphasizing the godlessness of the communists, Muslim leaders who 
had allied themselves with the Soviets were focusing on the virtues of 
Islamic socialism and on its proximity to the egalitarian doctrines of 
communism and collectivism.2 The collapse of the Soviet bloc and the

of an Islamic caliphate - could arise. This state would lay a prior claim on 
the world’s Muslims, especially in the West.

The notion of an empire inspired by a world religion was not only alien 
but quite frightening, not only to westerners but also to the huge number of 
countries which abutted on the Islamic world. Part of the problem related 
to the vast geographic spread of Islam, which covered the middle belt of the 
Asian land mass, a good part of Africa and footholds inside Europe itself. A 
universal empire which might be territorially contiguous with the reach of 
Islam would be an incredible prospect In fact no such empire could ever be 
stable except for very short periods of time; it would probably crumble as 
the peripheral parts pulled away. Although it’s an unrealistic fantasy, the fear 
of such a state ever emerging has had a powerful hold on the imagination 
of people, both on its proponents and its detractors. Pan-Islamism was used 
to bolster the authority of the Ottoman Empire in its last decades and was 
in fact state policy under Sultan Abdul Hamid.3 It never amounted to much, 
apart from the scattered and ineffectual involvement of the Ottoman 
Empire on behalf of beleaguered Muslims or Muslim causes outside its 
territorial control. It had a brief flurry of life in the 1920s, when it provided 
the ideological fervour behind the Indian Khifafat movement4 and attracted 
a number of peripatetic intellectuals such as the Lebanese prince Shakib 
Arslan, who tried to promote the idea of Muslim political unity.5 It emerged 
again, but in a totally different guise, in the 1990s, this time being allied to 
the rise of transnational Islamist movements. Some of these — for instance
Hizb-ul-Tahrir, which had established itself as a formidable movement 
in central Asia - had an explicit pan-Islamist ideology and called for the 
establishment of a new Islamic caliphate.6

One of the side-effects of the ‘clash of civilizations’ theory - which was 
first advanced in 1991 by Bernard Lewis, the eminent historian of Islam — 
was to place Islam at odds with a coherent state structure through which 
other civilizations appeared to function. Islam was the perpetual ‘outsider’, 
whose political manifestation would be disruptive and destabilizing to 
the prevailing world order. On the one hand, the prospects of Islamic 
‘unity’ would be dangerous if unity were to lead to the formation of large
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political entities which might be widely spread geographically or might 
dispose of considerable resources. On the other hand, it was assumed that 
Muslims were alienated from the very countries in which they lived 
because their consciousness as Muslims did not square with the demands 
of loyalty to the nation-state. This was an issue for Muslim diasporas 
in the West as well as for a disaffected, radicalized youth in a number of 
predominantly Muslim countries.

The terms of Islam’s encounter with the world’s power structures 
changed once again after the 9/11 attacks. The ‘clash of civilizations’ thesis, 
after its heyday in the 1990s, was replaced by the war on terror and the 
assertion of the US’s singular status as the world’s hyper-power: the so- 
called unipolar world theory. ‘Either you are with us, or you are with the 
terrorists,’ said George W. Bush.7 For individual Muslim countries the 
choice was stark. Most, of course, succumbed to the threats or blandish
ments of the US and, recognizing their powerlessness in front of America, 
accepted whatever they were told they should do. In a celebrated alterca
tion between Pakistan’s intelligence director and Richard Armitage, the 
deputy secretary of state, following the 9/11 attacks, Pakistan was threat
ened with oblivion if it did not toe the line. Armitage was reported to have 
warned the intelligence director: ‘Be prepared to be bombed. Be prepared 
to go back to the Stone Age.’8

Bullying Muslim states was easy enough. There was no Muslim state or 
states which singly or collectively rose to the status of a world class power 
and which could challenge the war on terror. The war against terror was 
really a war against Islam itself, reinforcing its ‘outsider’ status in the constel
lation of states and civilizations.9 The residue of hostility, suspicion and fear 
of Islam had not disappeared from the western mind and it could easily be 
dredged up to stiffen the charge that Islam as a whole was the culprit.

One of the agendas of the war on terror, therefore, was the western-led 
drive to reform and reconstruct Islam, even though none of the Muslim 
states could pose any serious military threat to the US. Although Islam no 
longer had a territorial power base of any consequence, it still could rely on 
the loyalty of millions of Muslims to the idea of Islam and on their willing
ness to spring to its defence if it was threatened. The goal of the West’s 
campaign was to adjust the Muslims’ understanding of Islam so that it 
could fall into line with the global order dominated by the precepts of 
liberal democracies. But the US is no longer as omnipotent as it was in the 
decade after the fall of the Soviet bloc. The world order is still evolving. 
Now, no single power predominates; US power is in retreat, partly due to 

the overreach of the war on terror and also to the vast expenditures neces
sary to sustain its hyper-power status. The rise of non-western powers such 
as China, which do not share the West’s preoccupation with reforming 
Islam, has removed the reformation of Islam as a global objective.

In this multi-polar world, Islam is once again the outsider. The larger 
nation-states of Islam such as Egypt, Turkey or Indonesia are not viewed 
as nodes of possible power in their own right, but as ‘prizes’ for actual or 
evolving power structures. In this changing world, the US has to face chal
lenges from an expanding EU and a mercantilist China, each of which is 
determined to develop a network of allies and clients from the roster of 
countries which are doomed - or destined - to dependency. These coun
tries are drawn irresistibly into the larger orbits, partly for economic devel
opment reasons and partly for security. The strategy therefore for Muslim 
states is to manoeuvre between these three power blocs — or to commit 
to one of them - and extract whatever advantage they can for themselves 
and their people. Thus Morocco would naturally fit into the expanding 
EU, given its trade links with Europe and the presence of a large number 
of its migrants there. At the same time, Morocco could become more 
integrated - or perhaps more dependent on the EU — as it becomes 
an important retirement destination for elderly Europeans attracted by its 
proximity, its lower costs and its abundant labour for personal service. 
Indonesia will fit into an expanding Chinese economic zone, with its 
diaspora Chinese population playing an important part in its economic 
development and drawing it nearer to China.

Power and Consciousness

This state of affairs is a bitter pill for many Muslims to swallow. The 
powerlessness of Islam in a world bestridden by large states, core states,
hyper-powers and emerging giants is too obvious not to merit attention.
Practically every configuration of the global power equation over the past 
century has been expressed in terms which take no account of Islam as a
relevant political force - except, of course, when Islam is connected to a
threat such as international terrorism or the unassimilablity of Muslim
minorities. For a large percentage of Muslims, loyalty to Islam is not
restricted to the religious sphere. Apart from the special case of Judaism, 
adherents of the other major religions do not equate their religious faith 
with a political community. In Islam, the loss of territorial empires has not 
been matched by the complete displacement of Muslims’ loyalties in 
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favour of the nation-state. Islamic political unity, no matter how 
chimerical or utopian, continues to exert a powerful political appeal.

This transnational but invisible bond which connects the world of Islam 
is in itself a type of virtual empire - an ‘empire of consciousness’. It has no 
equivalent in the real political world. Were such a state (or such a grouping 
of states) to emerge, it would probably be resisted as dangerously destabi
lizing for the global order - as well as for smaller Muslim states who survive 
under the protective wing of larger powers. In fact the opposite ought to be 
the case. It is the absence of any formal and substantial Islamic political 
presence at the global level that contributes to instability and disorder. But 
the association of Islam with fanaticism and violence is deeply rooted in the 
psyche of westerners. Islam has also become a bogeyman to Hindu funda
mentalists, who have succeeded in demonizing its presence in India in the 
minds of millions of that country’s aspiring middle classes.10 There is no 
doubt that the prevailing sentiment of hostility towards Islam and Muslims 
informs the calculations of the policy planners.

The world’s power brokers have persisted in denying the legitimacy - or 
desirability — of a potential new force which could provide some coherence 
to the political expression of Islam as a civilization. The frantic drive to 
contain the aftershocks of the Iranian Islamic Revolution and the impact 
on other Muslim countries is a case in point. The western powers worked 
with the established Middle Eastern autocracies and dictatorships to stop 
the ‘infection’ from the revolution spreading. (It was much the same as 
European monarchical powers striving to snuff out the effects of the French 
Revolution.) Fragmentation and dependency is a more acceptable condi
tion for Islamic states as far as the West is concerned. The last thing they 
want is the risks in dealing with a formidable new Muslim political power.

That the permanent disempowerment of Islam, by freezing it out from 
the international system, is somehow conducive to stability because of 
Islam’s problematic’ nature, or because of its inherent tendency to violence 
and disruption is, at best, questionable. This ostracizing increases rather 
than contains the sense of alienation which infects a large proportion of the 
youth in the Muslim world as well as the radical Muslim fringe in the West. 
This is further exacerbated by the widespread belief that most Muslim 
rulers are hopelessly compromised by their dependence on the West and 
are therefore unlikely to defend Islam and Muslim interests. They are seen 
either to be colluding with the reigning powers or to be too indifferent or 
powerless to influence the treatment of Islam and Muslims in the world. 
The cooperation of many Muslim countries with the legally questionable

US policy of the ‘rendition’ of terror suspects is a case in point.11 The 
defence of the human and legal rights of the suspects is left to western 
lawyers and agencies. No Muslim government has directly challenged the 
US on this matter, even when its own citizens have been involved. How can 
this be anything other than weak or craven collaboration?

So far, the main concern has been to limit the growth of‘Islamic’ states; 
that is, governments whose institutions and laws are derived from versions 
of Islamist ideologies. These are judged to be confrontational, radical and 
disruptive, if not to global order then at least to regional stability. The pan- 
Islamic pretensions of such states may push them to claim extra territorial
rights, moral if not legal, to intervene on behalf of beleaguered Muslim 
minorities, or even in the internal affairs of other Muslim countries. The
drive to contain Iran and the isolation of Sudan reflect one aspect of this. 
Neither of these states has even remotely the potential for growing into the 
missing Islamic actor on the world stage.

However, this is only one facet of the issue. In fact, the potential for 
forming ‘Islamic’ states in Muslim countries is determined primarily by 
local factors, such as the strength of the Islamist movement and the 
resilience and power of the governing order. And in spite of the formidable 
odds against them, Islamist groups, when they do succeed in achieving 
power, are soon bogged down in the minutiae of governing and remaining 
in power. They add very little as effective advocates for Muslims on the 
world stage, and cannot contend with global powers on a reasonably equal
footing.

Global powers generally do not emerge as a result of a conscious design — 
although China after the Deng reforms of the 1980s was a planned venture 
into the global arena by a hitherto isolationist power. Global players evolve 
because of particular historical, social and economic circumstances which 
allow them to realize great power status and to project their power on to the 
world stage. The few existing Islamic states have been unable to coalesce into 
anything powerful on the global stage.

Power and Stability

Hie world system is not based on equity and fairness, but the absence of 
these factors is a major source of instability and extremism. So far, there 
has been no support for a concert of Muslim countries that assumes a 
more assertive position on the international stage. The most likely such 
organization, the Organisation of the Islamic Conference (OIC), has
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neither the mandate nor the desire to extend its reach beyond pious calls 
for Islamic solidarity and infrequent and toothless statements of condem
nation for particularly objectionable acts targeting Muslims or Islam. Its 
origin as a Saudi-sponsored Islamic counterweight to Nasser’s Arab 
nationalism has never quite left its trace. Nor are its members prepared to 
cede power and influence to it. If there is to be an Islamic global power, 
it will have to be found elsewhere other than in the feeble multilateral
Islamic organizations that actually exist.

Not all Muslims would agree that to flourish Islamic civilization needs the 
protection of a powerful state. A Muslim state’s open embrace of Islam and 
Islamic causes is not only anathema to secularists, but can also lead to 
dangerous foreign entanglements and reaction. For example, a public Arab, 
Turkish or Iranian espousal of the cause of Kashmiri Muslims will antago
nize India, with which a number of these countries have vital relations. Nor
was there much official protest from Muslim countries against the pogroms 
of Indian Muslims after the destruction of the Babri mosque in 1992.
The treatment of Burma’s Muslim minority, which accounts for nearly 
10 per cent of the population, by the military-dominated government has 
been appalling. According to Human Rights Watch, Muslims have been•J

barred from the army and from the government, and suffer from severe 
discriminatory policies.12 But Indonesia and Malaysia, two countries where 
Muslims are the majority, both co-members (together with Burma) in the 
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) would jeopardize their 
relations with the Burmese government over this matter if they were to 
protest - and they aren’t prepared to go down that road.

Cultural differences lie at the heart of the conflicts and struggles that
underlie the ‘clash of civilizations’ thesis. Religion is, of course, only one 
aspect of civilization, but the religious inheritance is probably the most 
significant and salient characteristic of a civilization. Hence western civi
lization is underpinned by the Judaeo-Christian tradition, even as the 
major western powers are determinedly secular and liberal in their political 
culture. In a similar vein, China is the inheritor of the Confucian legacy, 
even though it is currently governed by a nominally atheistic communist 
state. Each civilizational group is assumed to have a number of key features 
and values which are then projected or protected by the core states of that 
group. In the last decade, the assertion of essential western values by the 
major European powers and by the US - values that are supposed to deter
mine western civilization, what separates ‘us from them’ - has frequently 
been made in contradistinction to radical Islam. In such a context, the 

affirmation of what the West is about obliges its ‘adversaries’, or even peers, 
to define themselves along equivalent civilizational lines. Thus the ‘Asian’ 
values propounded by the East and South-East Asian, countries — loyalty 
to the family, hierarchy, order and social discipline - are compared and 
contrasted with western values, providing the Asian economic renaissance 
with a rootedness in the spiritual and religious traditions of Asia.

No Muslim state has proclaimed that its adherence to Islamic norms of 
conduct and behaviour has been the essential factor in its success in
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worldly matters. Thus, where Muslim countries have excelled (in relative 
terms), say in Malaysia, the cause is partly attributed to ‘Asian’, rather than 
to Islamic, values. Similarly, the success of Turkey in transforming its 
economy is attributed to the modernization of its corporate culture along 
modem capitalist lines rather than to a particularly Islamic quality of its 
economy or society. Dubai, the glittering emirate which sees itself as the 
embodiment of the wired and globalized city, compares itself, if it ever 
does so any more, to Singapore and Hong Kong, and not to some Islamic 
paradigm of success.

Many Muslims feel that the modem West ‘excludes’ Islam.13 The exclu
sion takes a variety of forms and feeds on the collapse in self-confidence 
which Muslims have undergone over the past two centuries. It involves the 
conscious erasure in the western public mind of the interchange between 
western civilization and Islam, which intersected in many times and 
places: during the seven centuries of Muslim rule over Spain; during 
the Ottoman expansion into south-eastern Europe; and even during the 
crusader states’ interactions with their Muslim environment. There are, of 
course, vague reminders that medieval Christian theologians and philoso
phers were influenced by Muslim thinkers such as Averroes; or that the 
Muslims were the repositories and transmitters of ancient medical knowl
edge. But the connection between that Islam and the modern-day version 
is never acknowledged. Mostly, the modern West, egged on by its cultural 
elites and the tabloid press, is horrified by any suggestion that Islam could 
contribute to the betterment of mankind or that it could have anything of 
note to say about the modem world and its path of development. What is 
so good about a backward faith which stones people, burns books, abuses 
women and launches unprovoked attacks which kill thousands of inno
cent office workers? ' * '

This is the core of the western refusal to countenance a role for Islam on 
the world stage - beyond the narrow recognition that there are a number 
of nation-states which happen to be Muslim and that perhaps a quarter of



146 The Crisis of Islamic Civilization Territory and Power 147

the world’s population is Muslim. This blanket exclusion generates an 
equivalent response, at least from those Muslims who are exercised by 
what the rest of the world thinks of them: a fawning desire to be acknowl
edged as worthy of joining the club of civilized peoples and nations; or the 
angry rejection of those who had denied them ‘respect’. The former 
impulse drives the desire of the plutocrats of the Muslim world towards 
distorted imitation, obscene consumption and opulence, and the absurd 
attempts to acquire cultural status by importing, wholesale, campuses of 
western universities or entire museums and their contents. The latter
impulse drives the politics of resentment and envy, which at its edges feeds
into nihilism and terrorism. Both have their roots in the desire for
acknowledgement and respect.

Such attitudes are also related to the question of power - specifically, 
whether the kind of power that Islam wields has any relevance or signifi
cance to the modern world. The absence of a state champion on the global 
stage is ultimately related to the power that such a state can bring to bear. 
Behind all power there is the element of force: real force, which can be 
applied to real situations to achieve real ends.14 Islam can only count in the 
world of global realpolitik if the power which emanates from it is capable of 
affecting outcomes to the advantage — or at least not to the detriment - of 
Muslims and Muslim countries. The world community - a euphemism for 
whichever state or group of states has the upper hand globally - has not been 
confronted so far with the need to accommodate the influence of Islam as 
expressed through a powerful state — notwithstanding the Iranian and, to a 
lesser extent, the Saudi claim to act on behalf of Islam. If anything, the revo
lutionary character of Islamic power as embodied by the Iranian state may 
never be recognized as a legitimate global expression of Islam. The Saudi 
claim to global Islamic authority is linked mainly to its power over oil and 
to the huge financial resources that this power can generate. (It also helps the 
Saudis’ claim to privileged status that their country holds the site of Islam’s 
two sacred cities, Mecca and Medina.) So far the Saudis, with only a partial 
and very limited exception related to the war of October 1973, have not used 
their control over the world’s largest source of oil to influence western poli
cies. In 1973, the Saudis under King Faisal, who was indeed motivated by 
pan-Islamic causes, embargoed the sale of oil to the US in retaliation for the 
US support of Israel. It is inconceivable that the Saudis will ever use this 
‘weapon’ again in support of Arab or Islamic causes. They are too entangled 
with their strategic alliance with the US to consider such a course, and they 
are frankly fearful of the US response.

The Saudis have not shirked from using their oil power to assert their 
leadership claims within the Islamic world, but, all else being equal, it is 
highly improbable that Saudi Arabia can ever rise to the ranks of global 
power on its own. However, it may do so if it succeeds in dominating the 
world of Sunni Islam through the latter’s adoption of the tenets and world 
view of Wahhabism. If that happens, then there will be a confluence 
between the interests of the Saudi state, representing some thirty million 
people, a small to medium power by any standard, and the world of Sunni 
Islam, some one billion strong. The rise of Saudi Arabia to global status 
can only take place if the hold of traditional or moderate Sunni Islam on 
the loyalties of the world’s Muslims is reduced. This is an ongoing struggle 
and it is still unclear whether such an outcome is probable, but the 
immense wealth of the Saudi state and the impoverishment of most 
Muslim societies might tip the scale in that direction. Many Muslim states, 
such as Turkey, the Maliki countries of North Africa and Indonesia, will 
always hold out against Saudi Arabia’s claims to undivided religious 
authority, but others, such as Egypt and Pakistan, may succumb to the 
Wahhabization of their Islam. These two nations may provide the critical 
mass for the rise of Saudi Arabia to global status as the representative of 
most of Sunni Islam. An unwritten contract might even be struck between 
Saudi Arabia and Iran, whereby each would recognize the other as a repre
sentative of the world’s Sunni and Shia Muslims, respectively, in prepara
tion for the rise of both these states to global power status. A further 
potential source of global power is represented by the enormous funds at 
the disposal of the small oil-exporting countries of the Gulf. But these 
countries are even more hesitant than Saudi Arabia about using their 
resources to establish a position on behalf of the world of Islam. They are 
too small, too vulnerable and too dependent on the military and security 
of the US ever to mount a serious challenge.

The kind of power that Islam may exert on the global scene is directly 
related to whether that power is connected to a state champion or whether 
it will be expressed in some other way. This is the authority which comes 
from the faith itself and from the fact that more than a billion Muslims
adhere to it - and not to a powerful state actor which disposes of large mili
tary and economic resources. This type of power - moral authority — was 
the type that was contemptuously dismissed by Joseph Stalin. ‘How many 
divisions does the Pope have?’ he was quoted as saying. It is clear, though, 
that there is a basis and some reality to this form of intangible power. 
The demise of communism in eastern Europe can be linked credibly to the
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deep involvement of the Catholic church in the affairs of mass protest 
movements such as the Solidarity trade union of Poland. However, how 
far could this have succeeded without another, more formidable, alliance 
between the church and the Reagan administration, designed to under
mine communism?15 Could it be, then, that the power of belief can only be 
expressed if it is harnessed alongside state actors?

So a state actor is, at present, a precondition for admission to the world’s 
upper reaches of power wielders. At the moment, Islam has no relevance 
in the actual division of the world into spheres of influence, control or 
contestation. Non-state forces in the global order - for instance, imper
sonal financial and commodity markets, concentrations of wealth in 
private hands, and even transnational criminality, have not reduced the 
significance or primacy of the state. It may very well be that the state falls 
under the increasing influence, if not control, of those who dispose of vast 
private assets, but the institutions of the modern state, especially its coer
cive force and its law-making functions, are still needed to project power. 
For the foreseeable future, therefore, state actors will continue to dominate
the world stage.

Far from being a credible megapower, Islam is treated as a disruptive 
force, virtually synonymous with terrorism. The epithet Tslamo-fascism, 
which is now loosely applied to the manifestations of terrorism, is in itself 
a loaded word, as it connects a repugnant ideology with an entire religion. 
The mobilization of world opinion against this form of terrorism has taken 
place at the expense of the image of the religion and civilization of Islam 
as a whole, notwithstanding the weak tokenistic assertions that terrorists 
only represent a fringe among Muslims. Islam cannot and should not be 
afforded a place in the global power system except, and only if necessary, in 
the form of single nation-state actors who happen to be Muslim.1 This, of 
course, carries a fundamental paradox. No present Muslim state can claim 
to be a global power; and no Muslim power can claim to act on behalf of 
Muslims unless it clearly represents a majority of Muslims.

The fragmentation of Muslim states makes them secondary actors to 
the larger powers. During the cold war, a number of Muslim countries 
thought that, together with other non-Muslim developing countries, they 
could create a node of countervailing power in the form of the Non- 
Aligned Movement. This was totally ineffective in creating a third way 
between the West and the Soviet bloc. Neither was the movement particu
larly concerned with reflecting specifically Muslim causes or advancing the 
reach of Islamic civilization. The successors to the Non-Aligned Bloc - for

instance, the idea of the ‘South’, the anti-globalization movement or the 
environmental movement - make an uneasy fit with Islam, even though a 
number of the causes espoused by these movements are held in common 
with Muslim countries and by a large number of individual Muslims. 
These movements operate at a ‘second degree’ of power, in the sense 
that they cannot themselves expect to control the global agenda. They 
can apply pressure and even be able to set part of the agenda,.but they 
cannot be expected to define the world stage like the great powers or 
power blocs.17 They are also, to some extent, single-issue movements, 
which can be expected to fade once their main concerns are absorbed into 
the mainstream of global power politics. Climate change and environ
mental awareness are clear examples of causes which have gone this way.

Global Power and Global Concerns

The division of the world into major power centres which are challenged, but 
not threatened, by an array of single-issue or ‘dissident’ movements such as 
environmentalism or anti-globalization is likely to persist into the future. 
This is another challenge for an emergent Muslim global power. So far it is 
undear whether the pathway to global power and influence for medium
sized states, which is what most Muslim countries are, can be based on the 
championing of these global issues. There have been attempts, for example, 
to establish a development bank for the ‘South’, to bypass the Bretton Woods 
institutions such as the World Bank or International Monetary Fund 
(IMF).18 The latter, together with the World Trade Organization, are hope
lessly subservient to the interests of western powers. These projects may not 
actually succeed, however, if their funding continues to be dependent on 
capricious leaders or on the global capital markets and the investment insti
tutions which underpin them. The latter are integrated into a world financial 
system which has, at its apex, the finance ministries and central banks of the 
major western powers. The room to manoeuvre is small indeed. Similarly, the 
idea of Islamic banking, regarded as a self-contained system for the financing 
of enterprises and individuals along Islamic lines, in spite of its promising 
beginning, has degraded into a subdivision of conventional financing. It 
is dependent on its survival on the goodwill of the international banks 
and global markets, and it cannot claim to form the basis for an alternative 
financing system.

No Muslim state has followed the recent lead of Venezuela or Bolivia in 
a reprise of third-world radicalism. The anti-globalization movement does



150 The Crisis of Islamic Civilization Territory and Power 151

not make much sense to large Muslim countries such as Indonesia, Egypt 
or Pakistan, which are trying to jump on to the globalization bandwagon 
as a doorway to a better economic lot for their citizens. Nor are medium
sized Muslim states likely to take the lead in the global environmental 
movement. Few of them are over-concerned about climate change and 
global warming, given that their electricity generation is dependent on 
dirty fuels such as coal and residual heavy oil.

The effort to redefine the world in order to accommodate Islam is
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also problematic. At the political level, the world is divided according to 
hierarchies of power and influence, at the top of which sit the US, the EU 
and - now - China and Russia. It is also divided according to civilizational 
categories which more or less group the world into ‘core states’ which 
represent specific civilizations, with the exception of Islam. These two cate
gories often overlap, but also generate paradoxes. For example, the EU is a 
separate node of power to the US, but both are ‘champions’ of western 
civilization. The institutions attached to both categories of power do not 
recognize Islam as an autonomous category. For example, the UN system is 
based on strict adherence to the principle of national sovereignty, but it falls 
under the control of great state powers in matters of significance. The West 
has a specific security institution for its own needs and purposes: NATO. 
The Bretton Woods institutions — the World Bank and the IMF - divide the 
world along geographical, not civilizational, boundaries and are under the 
control of major financial powers, which for a very long time meant the US. 
EU institutions respond to a Eurocentric view of the world and relate to the 
policies of the major EU countries with regards to the rest of the world. 
Thus the EU pulls the former successor states of the Soviet Union with a 
Muslim majority - the so-called ‘Stans’ - into its orbit, even though it 
stretches the geographic limits of Europe to absurd boundaries: the borders 
of China! The European Bank for Reconstruction and Development has 
pushed the limit of its definition of ‘Europe’ to Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan. 
A medium-sized Muslim country such as Turkey or Morocco is now faced 
with the prospect of joining a number of power groupings, none of which 
has a specifically Islamic make-up. The Euro-Med grouping of countries or 
the associate memberships of the EU are examples. This tends to make the 
possibility of forging an Islamic power grouping so much more difficult. It 
would have to provide a credible alternative or enhancement of organiza
tions such as NATO, the EU, the World Bank system, and so on. These have 
the benefit of decades of operational history behind them; institutional 
depth; organizational scope; and powerful political backing.

There is, of course, another way in which Muslim states have strived for 
great power status, if only by association. Strategic alliances with the US 
have become the norm for a number of Arab countries of the Middle East.
Some, for instance, the Saudi-American alliance, have been oing on for8J

decades. Others are more recent, but the common denominator for these
alliances is a reliance on the protective security umbrella of the US. A 
thicket of relationships in the military, security and economy arenas 
follows, which makes it well nigh impossible for these countries even to 
contemplate any alternative to their strategic alliance with the US. These 
countries will never form the core of a concert of Islamic countries as long
as their dependence on the US continues. In fact Arab countries have taken 
aback seat in the recent efforts to draw Islamic countries together, leaving 
the initiative to non-Arab Muslim countries.

An Islamic Financial Bloc

Muslim countries might have forged a power bloc unique to themselves in 
the financial arena. One of the most advanced Muslim countries in terms 
of its integration into the global economy and of its own internal 
economic diversification and openness to foreign investment is Malaysia. 
Under its formidable former Prime Minister, Mahathir bin Muhammad, 
Malaysia raised the possibility of reforming its economy in ways which 
might well have led to the establishment of an Islamic power bloc. 
Mahathir rejected the prescriptions of the international banking and 
financial community during the 1997 Asian crisis and adopted contrary 
policies to pull Malaysia out of its economic tailspin. His policies were 
notably effective. This emboldened him in his next dramatic move, which 
was a proposal to use a gold-based currency for intra-Islamic trade.

The significance of Mahathir’s initiative and the panic-stricken response 
it engendered, especially from the technocracy of Malaysia and other 
Islamic countries, were directly related to the initiative’s potential in 
creating an Islamic grouping outside the established international finan
cial and banking system. Mahathir’s proposal was coming not from some 
gold bug or monetary crank but from the highly respected prime minister 
of a leading Muslim country. In a speech to a group of Islamic bankers in 
Kuala Lumpur on 25 June 2001, Mahathir set out the case for an Islamic 
trading bloc with its unique gold currency. Mahathir called for the estab
lishment of bilateral payment arrangements for trade between Islamic 
countries and for the establishment of a common currency in gold to act
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as a medium for these payments. This would encourage trade between 
Islamic countries and the development of a trading bloc between them. An 
Islamic economic community might evolve later on, but only after the 
gold dinar would have become established; not only trading blocs, but an 
entire financial community would revolve around it. ‘Effectively the use of 
the Islamic [gold] dinar will create an Islamic trading bloc. Such a trading 
bloc will be a powerful voice in international trading regimes and in the 
shaping of the new financial architecture,’ Mahathir said.19

Mahathir’s proposals were for a gradual and guarded introduction of 
the gold dinar and elements of an Islamic trading bloc, so as to avoid any

western central banks, which was wedded to the principle of the demone
tization of gold and its removal from the international financial architec
ture. An entire body of similar experts in Islamic countries, who had been 
trained in modem economic and financial theory in western academies or 
who had worked in multilateral institutions or international banks, was 
also solidly ranged against the gold dinar idea. They stood four-square 
against it, partly because it went against the conventional wisdom of the 
international financial community, and partly because of their inability to 
conceive of any valid alternative to the existing economic and financial 
order - and one that could better serve the interests of the Islamic world.

disruption to the existini system. He was particularly careful not to call
for the replacement of the domestic currency of Malaysia or any other 
Muslim country with the gold dinar, but to limit its initial use only 
to inter-Islamic payments arrangements.20 Part of Mahathir’s reason for 
exploring the evolution of a trading and financial bloc outside the control 
of the multilateral institutions was the bitter experience of Asian countries 
with the IMF’s prescriptions for economic stabilization during the finan
cial crisis of 1997.21

The Mahathir proposals seemed very threatening to all those with a 
vested interest in the existing global financial and trading system. The hue 
and cry with which his proposals were met ranged from mocking and 
derogatory remarks, to quiet sabotage by central bankers and international 
finance officials. While Mahathir was at the apex of his power the Malaysian 
establishment continued to go through the motions of supporting his 
proposals, but this support withered away and died after his departure 
from office. The proposals were received with no more than polite interest 
in other Islamic countries with some economic clout, notably in the oil- 
producing countries of the Gulf, but they were never taken very seriously 
by the major economic actors of the Islamic world such as Saudi Arabia.

The whole episode could be written off as the quixotic pet scheme of an 
authoritarian figure whose time in power was coming to an end. Many 
people in fact did take this attitude and linked the proposals to Mahathir’s 
other controversial comments, especially his attacks on hedge funds and 
speculators as the principal causes of the Asian financial crisis of 1997. 
However, on closer examination, the drama of the rise and fall of the gold 
dinar plan says a great deal about the weaknesses, dependency and lack of 
confidence of most countries of the Islamic world in asserting their power 
on the world stage. The first group which attacked the gold dinar idea was, 
of course, the technocracy of the Bretton Woods institutions and the

At another level, the timidity with which the Gulf countries engaged with 
Mahathir’s proposals was such that they betrayed their underlying fear of 
possible reprisal action from the western powers for seriously backing and 
adopting the gold dinar. The opportunity was missed to create a significant 
trading and payments bloc which might ameliorate that instability of 
financial markets which nearly sank the Asian economies in 1997. Huge 
opportunity losses were incurred by Islamic countries as a result of not 
accepting the idea of a gold-based payment system that would have been 
uniquely favourable for advancing the scope of trade and finance between 
them. In 2001, when Mahathir first made his proposals, the level of foreign 
exchange holdings of the Islamic world (mainly in the oil-producing coun
tries) was probably in the vicinity of $800 billion, held mainly in US dollars. 
If even half of these had been switched to gold at that time over a two-year 
period, the total value of these gold holdings, in today’s prices, would have 
reached nearly $2 trillion. This ‘windfall’ could have been partly applied to 
alleviate the poverty and underdevelopment so obviously prevalent in a 
huge portion of the Muslim world.

The gold dinar episode is only one of the many failed attempts of the 
Muslim states to build effective collective organizations with some power 
and relevance. The Islamic banking industry is another such example. It 
started as a social solidarity movement in rural Egypt, with the founding 
of the Mit Ghamr Islamic Savings Bank in 1963. It was immediately 
successful and within less than four years it had over 250,000 depositors. 
The bank basically established that Muslims would flock to interest-free 
banking and lending if these were made available. Within a few years, 
Islamic banks, most of which were by now being established on normal 
commercial lines, had spread throughout the Muslim World. Islamic 
banking started as a serious attempt to create financing mechanisms which 
genuinely sought to avoid dealing in interest-based products. These could 
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have provided the sinews for drawing together the economies of the 
Muslim countries. However, they turned into gigantic banks and financial 
institutions which are now integrally connected to the conventional 
banking world.

Some pan-Islamic initiatives have succeeded within their own narrow 
ambits - in particular the cultural and economic institutions affiliated to the 
Organisation of the Islamic Conference such as the Islamic Development 
Bank - but they have never achieved critical mass to act as significant coun
terweights, or alternatives, to the multilateral organizations. Neither a top- 
down approach (such as state support for a common Islamic gold currency) 
nor a bottom-up approach (such as the essentially private sector-led Islamic 
banking industry) has metamorphosed into a global factor. The contrast 
stands out between these essentially Islamic initiatives and, say, the success of 
the euro as the common currency in most of the EU, or the remarkable 
growth of western private equity and hedge funds as arbiters of international 
investment flows. Even now, when the so-called sovereign wealth funds of 
(mainly) the Gulf oil-producing countries are looming ever larger in the 
calculations of global money and investment managers and regulators, the 
thrust has been to contain their influence within the existing global financial 
order. Their potential for being an anchor stone of a new Islamic investment 
system is deliberately curtailed.

A New Islamic Zone

The idea of pan-Islamic unity as the realistic final goal of Muslims 
political action is as chimerical as a union of, say, the English-speaking 
world. While Muslims may have a common political culture and may share 
other affinities, there has been no real political unity among them. Western 
civilization expresses itself on the international scene through a variety of 
overlapping organizations and institutions. These may be separate and 
distinct, but they all partake in the defence and support of their civiliza
tion whenever there are perceived threats to western values or strategic 
interests. At one level they may compete, as for example when the US finds 
itself in competition with the EU for influence and control over resources. 
At another level, there are existential issues which demand a common 
position. As the French newspaper Le Monde headlined after the 9/11 
attacks, ‘Nous sommes tons Americains - ‘We are all Americans’. The ‘we’ 
did not refer so much to the world as to the West in particular. Solidarity 
with the US rightly trumped all other considerations. In many ways,

Islamic civilization too has to be seen in these ‘decentralized’ terms. 
Individual Muslim countries have grouped themselves in associations — 
geographic, economic, environmental, national or cultural — but, unlike 
the West, they have not kept a close eye on the welfare of Islamic civiliza
tion as a whole. With a few honourable exceptions mainly from non-Arab 
Muslim countries, they have shirked from defending Islam’s ultimate 
values whenever these were seen to be under threat.

Islam today lacks both core states and an effective group of Muslim 
states to act in unison on global issues. So far, non-state global forces such 
as transnational corporations or financial and commodity markets have 
not generated structures where their power can be separately manifested. 
When they are obliged to interact with governments and states, they have 
to seek support from formal state actors and connect with such states’ own 
power networks. No oil company, for example, no matter how powerful 
financially, can achieve its global objectives without some form of associ
ation with, or support from, a government. These companies do influence 
the nature and leadership of governments, but they still have to respond to 
governments and states and work within their laws and regulations. 
Market forces, no matter how powerful, also do not operate in a vacuum. 
The framework of regulations and controls which are increasingly super
imposed on supposedly free markets lends itself to guidance and manipu
lation by powerful states. The surveillance of the US Treasury On money 
flows around the world to intercept terrorist financing or to track sanc
tioned countries is just one example of the powerful hold that state actors 
can have on free markets. By denying or restricting access to the huge 
American market, the US can compel international banks to comply with 
US ground rules for the monitoring of international funds. The EU, 
by acquiescing to these rules, can then make them globally applicable. 
Markets lose their autonomous power and become subservient to the 
interests of state actors. It will be a long time before non-state players will 
have the necessary power to act autonomously on the global stage, without 
reference to states and governments.

Islam must somehow generate for itself, at least for the next few decades, 
a way in which its views and interests are recognized and respected on the 
global stage. Joining other world religions in matters of common interest 
is one obvious way. But there are only so many issues on which Islam can 
join hands with other world religions. Nevertheless, common positions 
were developed by the Catholic church and by a number of Islamic coun
tries on gender issues, on sexuality and on the reproductive rights of
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women - at a number of UN conferences, notably the one in Beijing in 
1995. Catholicism has a major advantage compared to other world reli
gions, as the political manifestation of its church, the Vatican State, is 
internationally recognized as a state. The Catholic church therefore sits at
these world conclaves on a par with the world’s nation-states. Islamic 
sensibilities at the Beijing Conference could only be manifested through 
positions taken by Iran, Pakistan and Egypt. Nevertheless, the joint action 
between these two world religions changed the wording and the emphasis 
of the final statements of these conferences.

Islam is unlikely to be recognized as a world power like the Catholic 
church. The church achieved its status - or was reduced to it, on another 
reading — through the particular historical relationships between it and the 
European powers, especially Italy. No Islamic religious structure can ever 
evolve into a state in the same manner as the Catholic church’s Vatican 
State — that is, as a universal institution, hierarchically managed and 
endowed with a territorial seat of power. This will come about if and only 
if one or more Islamic states become the undisputed representative(s) of a 
part of Islam. If a core state representing Islam is unlikely to come about, 
then another form of global power status must be pursued.

The celebrated medieval Muslim traveller Ibn Batutta could travel from 
his native Tangiers to the far reaches of Asia and experience a civilization 
which was held together by a common set of values and institutions. The 
vast land mass over which he roamed was peopled by different races 
speaking different languages and was governed by different rulers. But he 
could act as a judge in the far-away Maldives when he was called upon, 
because of his familiarity and expertise in a law which held sway over all of 
Islamdom’s vast territory. The reality of a borderless world may create an 
improbable future for the world of Islam; but, if its civilization influence is 
to persist, then the implication is that Muslims’ allegiances and identities 
may still be affected by this ideal. The realization of this ideal in a construc
tive and peaceful way is possible only if the nations and groups over which 
an Islamic loyalty continues to prevail reconstruct their societies to reflect 
this ideal better. They must avoid both a facile ‘Islamization’ process built 
on a narrow and bigoted definition of the Sharia and frequently coerced by 
force and intimidation, and the dilution of Islam’s essence through periodic 
bouts of ‘reformation’, modernization and secularization.

CHAPTER 7

Where Next for the 
Islamic State?

The existence of several nations under the same State is a test, as well as the 
best security of its freedom. It is also one of the chief instruments of civilisation; 
and, as such, it is in the natural and providential order, and indicates a state
of greater advancement than the national unity which is the ideal of modern 
liberalism.

Lord Acton, nineteenth-century British Historian:
Essay on ‘Nationality’, 1862

The countries which make up the Muslim world embrace a dizzying variety
of governments and state structures - ranging from virtual western democ
racy to the outer reaches of ideological despotisms and theocratic rule. 
Nearly all these countries claim allegiance to, or at least respect for, Islam. 
Some states have enshrined Islam as the sole source of legitimacy and 
authority of the state; others have assigned Islam a privileged role in the 
law; while others affirm some religious or cultural affinity to it. With the 
exception of Turkey and a few central Asian republics, none of these coun
tries has sought to distance the state from Islam. None of these countries 
has committed its people to a society based on non-religious principles.

At the same time, about a third of the world’s Muslims live in countries
which are organized along recognizably democratic lines, with proper legal 
assemblies, political parties, elections and an adherence to the principles of 
human and civil rights. With the demise of Saddam Hussein’s tyranny in 
Iraq and the collapse of the Taliban in Afghanistan, no Muslim state 
appears to match the egregious levels of violence and despotism which
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were prevalent in the former Soviet empire, in China during the Mao years, 
or in Hitler’s Europe. It is true that a number of Muslim countries have 
been given the epithet ‘rogue state’ - Sudan, Syria and Iran come to mind- 
but the world is not threatened directly by any Muslim state or power 
bent on domination or empire.

Nevertheless, there is growing anxiety about the possibility of some cata
clysmic event erupting from the Muslim world - perhaps some violent and 
destabilizing global calamity born of the spectacular acts of terrorism 
undertaken in the name of Islam, of the appeal of jihad-inspired Islamism, 
of the brittleness and instability of some key Muslim states and of the patent 
dissatisfaction and disquiet of most Muslims about their condition. So there 
is real fear of the spread of ‘Islamic states’ or of the imposition - but never 
adoption — of Sharia law. Underlying all these concerns is the assumption 
that Islam is ultimately a totalizing ideology, intent on imposing its world 
view wherever possible. As such, Islam would have a dangerous propensity 
to disrupt the established order. For the West, its outer political manifesta
tions need to be contained and the scope of Islam limited to religion only. 
The ideal would be to transform the practice of Islam into a personal faith, 
a matter between an individual and his or her religious sensibilities.

These fears are in no way alleviated by the counter-argument that Islam 
is a complete way of life, each part of which is integrally connected to the 
other, so that the spiritual must necessarily coalesce with the social and the 
public. The institutions which govern the Islamic world cannot draw their 
legitimacy from any source other than Islam, and the demand for a state 
which respects and reflects the pre-eminence of Islam is a natural 
concomitant to this principle.

Not every Muslim believes in the ideal of an Islamic state nor does every 
Muslim in fact agree that founding a state is necessary either for the 
protection of Islam as a religion or as a way of propagating the faith. The 
vision of an Islamic state has a long and complicated history, going right 
back to the existence of an ideal Muslim community built around the 
Prophet's city of Medina. It is connected to the nature of just rulership 
over Muslims, as well as to Quranic and Prophetic exhortations for the 
founding of a political community. Although the political spectrum 
accommodates almost ever shade of opinion, in practice very definite lines 
in the sand are being drawn.

The demand for an Islamic state is fundamental to the future of Islam 
and the appropriate government for Muslims. In Islamic history, the idea 
of Muslims living under non-Islamic rule or rule by non-Muslims was a 

rare and unhappy experience. The indubitable fact remains that Islam as a 
faith and a world civilization grew under the wings of states and empires 
which were ruled by Muslims and for Muslims. All the states of Islamic 
civilization, until very recently, could fairly claim to be ‘Islamic’.

Indeed, there was enough in common to suggest a specifically Islamic 
form of political life. This political world was not derived from any specific 
theory or doctrine about the nature of Islamic government, but rather 
from the experience accumulated over centuries which laid out certain 
ground rules concerning power and political authority as well as the duties 
of the rulers and of the ruled. Running these states was a relatively loose, 
non-institutional affair, mainly concerned with generating revenue for the 
needs of the ruler; for the functioning of government; with administering 
the Sharia law; and with providing for defence of the territory or for 
military expansion and conquest. One way or another, personal rule was 
exercised in the form of kingship, itself based on some tribal or kinship 
formula, and this is key.

In fact the great fourteenth-century Muslim philosopher of history Ibn 
Khaldun postulated that kinship, or tribal solidarity, was the essence of 
Muslim rule and power.1 A sultan - a profane title for ‘one who wields 
power’ - was a more common form of ruler than a caliph or imam — one 
whose authority also derives from a religious or spiritual foundation. But 
the rapidity with which the Muslim states retreated, and then collapsed, in 
the face of western power made it impossible to evolve these traditional 
Islamic forms of rule and government in the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries. With only a few isolated exceptions, such as the dynasty in 
Oman, every other Muslim state had had to develop its institutions of rule 
and government within the demands of the (western) modern state: they 
are creations of an epoch in which the traditional forms of Islamic govern
ment had been well nigh obliterated.

Islam and Political Power

Many modern thinkers have argued that Islam lacks a tradition of political 
theorizing - at least in the western sense of the word. The popular belief is 
that western political thought evolved in a linear and progressive fashion, 
from the ancient Greeks right down to the fully formulated ideas under
pinning liberal democracy and human rights which are now prevalent. 
Along the way, Christianity, which might have been provided a religion
based political framework, withdrew from the field. Christianity either was
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compelled to abandon any claim to temporal power - a fact commonly 
attributed to the victory of ‘Enlightenment’ ideas - or, in a minority 
perspective, it had never sought to impose its writ on the political world.

‘The Church has therefore tended to recognise the business of 
governing human society as a human business, and the Christian as both 
a servant of God and a citizen of the secular order,’ wrote Roger Scruton? 
He went one step further by directly attributing ‘Enlightenment’ secular 
ideals to Christianity itself. ‘The Enlightenment conception of the citizen, 
as joined in a free social contract with the neighbours under a tolerant and 
secular rule of law, derives directly from the Christian legacy,’3 he wrote. By 
this token, the establishment of liberal democracy as a purely western 
creation happened both because of and in spite of Christianity!

Islam, of course, did not partake in the evolution of western thought 
towards this ideal end, and therefore, by the reckoning of its critics, could 
not have generated the same lofty principles that underpin western civi
lization. Nor did Islam create the frameworks which protect these princi
ples or encourage the kind of allegiance to them that gives these ideas such 
legitimacy and potency. Having distinct public and private spheres is 
supposedly alien to Islam. The notion of the nation is unfamiliar to 
Islamic thought. With few exceptions, such as Ibn Khaldun, there are no 
influential political thinkers in the history of Islam whose works can 
provide intellectual and moral underpinnings for the political order.

Of course, what all these critics really mean is that Islam has not 
produced a political theory or practice that fits with the western liberal 
democratic tradition. While this may be literally true, the conclusion that 
Islam has not produced a logically consistent and relevant political theory 
is patently false.4 It pretty much embodies the easy generalizations and 
intolerance to other world views that is characteristic of many proponents 
of the universal import of western values. Islamic civilization, in its heyday, 
also suffered from an excess of self-confidence bordering on hubris, which 
led it to dismiss the achievements of other civilizations. Historians have
made a career of cataloguin the ‘closing’ of the Islamic mind, and some,
such as Bernard Lewis, have constructed it into a decisive factor behind the
decline of Islamic power.5

There was nothing inexorable about the refinement of liberal values 
and the establishment of a now widespread democratic and rights-based 
political culture. There were many non-liberal thinkers in the West, 
some of whom, such as Marx, became unwitting handmaidens to the rise 
of totalitarian dictatorships. The European right, in its fascist, Nazi or 

ultra-nationalist guise, can also draw on a rich western tradition of theo
rizing about race, ethnicity, nation and Volk. Imperialists could easily 
balance the most delicate sensibilities about domestic political rights with a 
total disregard for the rights of subject races. The anti-clerical and vigorously 
secular and liberal French Third Republic presided over some of the worse 
colonial indignities. The victory of democratic values was not foreordained, 
but it came partly by force of arms after the horrors of two world wars.

In Islam it is neither possible nor desirable to build an edifice of power 
and authority divorced from the revealed commandments of God. These 
decrees can be either explicit or derived through reflection, reason and 
inference. Power may be usurped and Muslims may stray from God’s 
decrees, but, still, genuine political order has to rest on the subordination 
of human decisions to divine patterns. Law, and lawmaking, become 
therefore the fundamental and defining aspects of Islamic political culture. 
The Sharia, as the epitome of the divinely inspired social order, rules 
supreme. Or at least that was the theory. The practical realities of founding 
a state, ruling a far-flung empire, reconciling military and civil power, 
finding a way to treat non-Muslims and Muslim heterodoxies — and a huge 
array of other issues - have generated alternate political treatises. These 
were not based on theology, but rather dealt with the real and live issues of 
statecraft and of the transfer of power.

In certain ways, Islamic civilization developed out of the tensions 
between the sacred law and the exigencies of political life. Whenever rulers 
strayed too far from the divine ideal, the Sharia would be brought to bear 
to correct the imbalance. Jurists would fulminate against the godlessness 
of royal courts, the intrusion of alien practices or the irreligiousness of the 
public. In extremis, they would lend their support to insurrections against 
the established order or to movements of revival and reform. Whenever
the Sharia stood in the way of the resolution of practical problems — say, 
in the transfer of power from one ruler to the next - new dispensations 
would have to be created, simply to allow for continuity in the commu
nity’s life. This happened after the Mongol invasion, which destroyed the 
Abbasid Caliphate, Islam’s most significant institution. Islamic leaders had 
to recognize the new, unwanted temporal authority and a means had to be 
developed to deal with its presence and to acknowledge its immense mili
tary power.

The Shia and the Sunni branches of Islam would agree that it is the duty 
of the state to reflect the divine commands through the Sharia.6 They 
differ, though, on who has the authority and under what conditions 



162 The Crisis of Islamic Civilization Where Next for the Islamic State? 163

people are able to exercise power. Whether one accepts the Shia case for 
charismatic leadership, the imam, or the Sunni version, the sultan and the 
caliph, the early Islamic state was built on personal rather than institu
tional rule. Such rule was legitimate only to the extent that the ruler 
obeyed and enforced the Sharia. As the empire consolidated, earlier 
models of kingship and power were introduced, drawn especially from the 
Persian imperial traditions of absolute monarchy.

Islam has not lacked utopian political thinking. The medieval philoso
pher al-Farabi’s ‘Virtuous City* is partly based on Plato’s Republic and 
Plato’s Laws.7 Al-Farabi and others, such as Ibn Sina (Avicenna), attempted 
to bolster the Islamic polity by embracing the ancient Greeks. The idea was 
to integrate the non-religious into the Islamic world view. This type of 
ideal commonwealth, rooted in the universe of Islam but using Platonic 
archetypes, makes a more dramatic appearance in the latter part of the 
twentieth century.

The entire system of the Islamic Republic of Iran is a mixture between 
traditional Islamic political categories and specifically Shia notions; it 
also involves concepts and ideals drawn directly from Plato through 
al-Farabi and other Muslim philosophers. Nietzsche said that ‘Christianity 
is Platonism for the people’. But Platonism, ironically, has been given an 
honoured home in Islamic Iran rather than in an expected western 
context. In fact Platonism has become a controversial issue in the West, 
being maligned as much as respected. Its detractors, for instance, Karl 
Popper, see it as the harbinger of tyrannies;8 its proponents, such as the 
philosopher Leo Strauss, see the philosophy as introducing the ideals of 
virtuous conduct into political life. Nevertheless, the fact that there are 
Platonic concepts in Islamic political philosophy does not make Islam a 
‘western’ religion, even though in many ways Islamic political thought 
draws on much the same wellsprings as western thought. Islam simply 
reached different conclusions and ends.

Islam has generated a number of vital political institutions and struc
tures that are indeed unique to its civilization. The meaning of Islamic 
government and state is at the heart of the contemporary crisis. Shia Islam 
has manifested itself in the model of the Islamic Republic of Iran, but is 
this model ideal? There is still a great deal of resistance, within established 
Shia circles, to many elements of the Iranian state, particularly to its very 
‘Platonic’ notion of the empowered jurist. Sunni Islam has to struggle with 
a much broader set of issues, mainly emanating from the total disappear
ance of the institution of the caliphate.

The Caliphate

The institution of the caliphate symbolizes the former world power of 
Islam. The yearning for its reinstatement has been a constant theme for 
radical Islamists, while the possibility of its regeneration has also created an 
opposite feeling - one of gnawing anxiety that, in spite of all the odds, the 
caliphate might re-emerge and assert itself as a vehicle for pan-Islamic 
unity. Its formal abolition in 1924 in Turkey, when the last Ottoman caliph,
Abdul Majid, was sent off into exile, did not quite end the system as a polit
ical force. Congresses were held soon afterwards to explore the devolution 
of the title and position to a number of potential candidates from the roster 
of Muslim kings, but these ended in quarrels and disputes.9 These claims 
quietly lapsed and the caliphate seemed destined to be forgotten as a relic 
of Islam’s past, unsuited to modern times and conditions. But it has refused
to go away.

The idea of the caliphate continues to exert a powerful pull on Muslims, 
and its restitution has been skilfully employed by Islamists of all hues as a 
shorthand for the emergence of a Muslim super-state able to bestride the 
world stage. Even non-radical Islamists are attracted to the ideal, seeing in 
it the assertion of a global Islamic identity that must be reckoned with, as 
well as a way out of the perceived powerlessness and marginalization of 
Muslims. Others point out the enormous difficulties of resurrecting an 
institution which had vanished for nearly a century and consider its 
rebirth to be a hopeless dream.

It is the politicization of the idea of the caliphate and its pivotal role in 
the ideology of radical Islamists that has brought a non-existent institu
tion into the public domain. The deputy leader of al-Qaeda, Ayman 
al-Zawahiri, writing to Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, the then head of al-Qaeda’s 
affiliate in Iraq in 2004, said: Tf our intended goal in this age is the estab
lishment of a caliphate in the manner of the Prophet and if we expect to
establish its state predominantly - according to how it appears to us — in 
the heart of the Islamic world, then your efforts and sacrifices - God 
permitting - are a large step directly towards that goal.’10 The caliphate 
was appropriated by al-Qaeda as their end goal and, ipso facto, became an 
ideological tool in the war for Muslim minds.

For the West, then, the caliphate re-emerged as a deeply threatening possi
bility, and one that had to be countered by the world at all costs. Speaking 
just before the fifth anniversary of the 9/11 attacks, President George Bush 
conjured up the demon of the caliphate. ‘They [radical Islamists of
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al-Qaeda] hope to establish a violent political utopia across the Middle East 
which they call a “Caliphate” - where all would be ruled according to their 
hateful ideology ... This caliphate would be a totalitarian Islamic empire 
encompassing all current and former Muslim lands, stretching from Europe 
to North Africa, the Middle East, and Southeast Asia.’11 Extraordinary. The 
speech appeared to be straight out of John Buchan’s First World War 
thrillers about a pan-Islamic plot to subvert the world.

All the old fears and anxieties have now reasserted themselves, and the 
idea of the caliphate has become part of the rhetoric of the war on terror 
and on the utopian visions of radical Islamists. There are only a few cases 
where a phantom institution could exert such a powerful pull on the public 
imagination. It would seem that there are indeed atavistic fears buried deep. 
Caliphate, jihad, fanaticism, crusaders, inquisitions - all blend into each 
other and become a phantasmagoria of fearsome proportions.

The modem ideal of the caliphate is primarily political. However, from 
the earliest days of Islam, the institution was infused with religious 
symbolism and duties. The word ‘caliph’ itself means ‘deput/ or ‘successor’ 
and was used with reference both to God and to the Prophet, in the sense 
that the power of the caliph derives from his relationship to the Prophet and 
to its divinely inspired status. The caliphate as an office passed through a 
variety of stages before it was associated with supreme institutional power in 
the world empire of Islam. The early successors to the Prophet Muhammad 
are given a special status in Islamic history and are known as the rightly 
guided’ caliphs. Not only were they responsible for leading the community 
of Muslims in spiritual matters, but they also had to contend, at short notice, 
with the administration of large territories and armies. The principle was 
established that Muslims are bound together by a common reverence for the 
Sharia and that the leadership of the community was obliged, by divine 
decree, to protect and implement the religious law. The caliphate became the 
symbol of the unique nature of the Muslim order, reflecting the supremacy 
of Sharia law and thus underlining the supremacy of divinely inspired 
decrees over all other human considerations. Ultimately, the function of the 
caliph is to uphold the rule of this law.

Whether Muslim practice ever achieved this ideal is another matter alto
gether. The Umayyad caliphs were seen as usurpers by a good part of the 
Muslim population and their reign was cut short, after eight decades, by the 
successful Abbasid revolution. A branch of the Umayyads re-established 
their rule in Andalusia and proclaimed a caliphate there in the tenth century. 
This lasted for less than a century. The Abbasid Caliphate itself moved from 

an absolute monarchy through various stages, until it had progressively to 
surrender power to a variety of kings and sultans who ruled in its name.
They were the actual lords over the Islamic empire. The Abbasids also had 
to contend with a‘counter-caliph’ who was a member of the Ismaili Fatimid 
dynasty in Egypt. The Mongol invasion ended the caliphate in Baghdad, and
the institution effectively disappeared from the Muslim world until it was 
resurrected by the Ottoman sultans. As the Ottoman Empire came under
increasing pressure from Russia and the western powers, the caliphal aspects
of Ottoman rule became more pronounced, mainly as a rallyin; point for
the Muslims of the empire. With the advent of Sultan Abdul Hamid, who 
came to power in 1876, Ottoman rule became ever more consciously Islamic
and the institution of the caliphate became the Ottoman’s defining feature
for the Muslims of the empire.

There is no unified doctrine of the caliphate. Nevertheless, the existence 
of a caliphate has been integral to the idea of Islamic civilization. This 
identification with the caliphate does not seem to have entirely disap
peared from the Muslim consciousness even though the last caliph 
departed eighty years ago. It is linked to the pristine age of the first caliphs 
of Islam; to the high culture and civilization of the Abbasid Caliphate; to 
the determined efforts of the Ottoman Caliphate to maintain and defend
the last multinational Islamic state. But, above all, the calls for the return
of the caliphate are related to the principle that the foremost duty of the 
ruler - or, in modem terms, of the state - in Islam has been to act as the 
essential safeguard for the Sharia. The establishment of Islamic govern
ment through a caliphate thus becomes a precondition for re-weaving the 
community of Muslims into the Quranic Umma, which orders its life 
according to the sacred law.

However, the reality is such that the caliphate, at least in its historical 
form, is unlikely to be resuscitated. The current division of the Muslim 
world into nation-states, republics and monarchies, democracies and 
autocracies, is too far advanced to assume that they could ever be 
regrouped within a single empire or super-state inspired by religion. The 
only Muslim state which has consciously tried to establish a unique form 
of Islamic government, with its institutions modelled on an idealized 
Islamic order, is Iran. The rule of the jurisprudent in Iran is partly based 
on the claim that that feature approximates the model of the government 
of Imam Ali, the fourth rightly guided caliph in Kufa in the seventh 
century. Elements of the Khomeini-inspired model of the just ruler can be 
found in some Sunni versions of the caliphate, so that it is not impossible
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to imagine an equivalent form of government in a Muslim country with a 
Sunni majority. So the caliphate may reappear, in the guise of individual 
rulers whose power and authority is partly based on their religious knowl
edge and on their functions as protectors of the Sharia.12 Or it may devolve 
upon a group (or assembly) of Sharia scholars who would collectively 
assume the functions of a caliph.

The resurrection of the caliphate is inextricably bound up with the 
establishment of the Sharia inside a specifically Islamic state. Most Muslim 
countries continue to allude to the Sharia as a source of legislation, but this
hardly privileges the Sharia as the guiding spirit behind the reordering of 
society. The idea of the Sharia continues to alarm large parts of the world, 
not least the elites of the Muslim world. But the opposite is also true. The 
rejection of the Sharia by nominal Muslims is equally shocking - perhaps 
more so - as it implies their decisive break with the community of 
Muslims. Respect for the Sharia as a principle lies at the heart of Muslim
social cohesion.

Fear of the Sharia, on the part of westerners and some modem secular 
Muslims, is real. Lying behind their concern is a virtual terror that, if any 
concessions are made to the Sharia, the entire, laboriously constructed, 
edifice of modem secular states would crumble. But surely these fears are 
related to the way the Sharia is understood and implemented - not to the 
principles of the Sharia itself? The Sharia must be separated from the huge 
body of law which purports to cover every conceivable aspect of a Muslims 
life and with which it has been associated in the past.

Advice and Consent

Personal rule has often been the norm in Islamic history. The ruler has an 
almost unlimited right to exercise power in executive and even legislative 
matters. The ruler’s power and prerogatives have only been challenged in 
those areas where the Sharia has made explicit injunctions. The example 
of the rightly guided caliphs is instructive. They faced little institutional 
constraint on their exercise of power after their appointment as caliphs, 
whether by designation, selection or by public allegiance. This pattern of 
personal rule, where power is vested in an individual, the emir, has 
continued throughout Islamic history. It was seriously questioned and 
modified only towards the end of the nineteenth century and the begin
ning of the twentieth with the demands, in Ottoman Turkey and then in 
Qajar Iran, for checks on the power of the ruler - the check being imple-

rented through constitutions and elected chambers. Unfortunately, as a 
result of this it has become commonplace to equate the uninterrupted 
rule of autocrats with a supposed Islamic sanction of autocracy, or even 
predilection for it. It is only a short step from autocratic government to 
arbitrary government - the bane of Muslims over the centuries. So a repre
sentative government emerges only in the context of the Islamic world’s 
interaction with western notions of democracy. The possibility that 
Islamic civilization, under its own impetus, would produce its own version 
of checks and balances on rulers and its own system of rights and duties, 
compatible with its own legacy, is paid scant attention.

The deterministic reading of western political history which proposed the 
inevitable universal spread of liberal democracy was not only a fashionable 
conceit which accompanied the fall of communism. Many writers entirely 
discount the possibility of Islam ‘maturing’ into a political culture which 
values rather than debases the ideals of individual liberty and of responsible 
government Autocratic government is equated with Islam, and this forces 
an inadequate and apologetic counter-response to the matter of Islam’s 
compatibility with specific forms of western-inspired political doctrines or 
institutions. Few point out that the maturing of Islam’s political culture into 
the modem period was thwarted by the violent disruption of Islam’s civiliza
tion by European powers. The pre-modem systems of government, wher
ever they survived the colonial and post-colonial onslaught, had to adjust to 
new circumstances under tremendous pressure from the dominant western 
powers. Where such pressures materialized in an environment which 
had not been completely seized by the western powers, the results were 
mainly positive and pregnant with possibilities for improvement. The 
Iranian Constitutional Revolution of 1906-9 is a case in point. It provided a 
formal structure for the state through the drawing up of a constitution and 
it established a parliamentary government with recognizably democratic 
features.

The Iranian Constitutional Revolution of 1906-9 was as much influ
enced by changing Islamic political thought as it was by the wholesale and 
uncritical adoption of western notions of parliamentary rule. In one of the 
great Islamic political statements of modern times, a group of leading 
Iranian ayatollahs based in Najaf, in Iraq, writing in 1908, openly 
supported constitutional government.

The meaning of freedom in constitutional states is not absolute license, 
which would permit everyone to do what they like to the point of
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violating the lives, property and dignity of others. Such a thing has 
never existed and will never exist in any community of human beings, 
as it would result in nothing other than absolute disruption and general 
anarchy in the affairs of the people. On the contrary, the meaning of 
freedom is the liberty of the general public from arbitrary and unac
countable government by force, so that no powerful individual could 
use his power against the least powerful of the community and impose 
anything on him except that which is permitted by the law of the land, 
before which all the people — be they shah or beggar - would be equal 
And freedom in this sense is a rational process and one of the pillars of 
the Islamic faith.13

Foreign intervention and meddling, and the First World War, put an end 
to the experiment and the country descended into chaos. But the memory 
of the event was seared into the Iranian political imagination, so that the 
massive demonstrations that preceded the Iranian Revolution of 1979 
openly displayed their debt to the 1906 Iranian Constitutional Revolution.

These tender shoots of an indigenous and authentic Islamic response to 
the political challenges of the modern era were snuffed out, partly through 
the reassertion of autocratic rule, but mostly through the destruction 
of the Islamic political space in the period after the First World War. In 
colonized Islamic countries, the adoption of a limited form of western 
parliamentary rule set the pattern for the future evolution of institutions, 
doctrines and mind-sets which were drawn from the European experience. 
Rights and duties of the state and individual, political freedoms, the 
purposes of political action, were all cast in the new political language 
drawn from the West, and were enacted in an environment which had 
been moulded on the colonial and post-colonial experience. Under such 
circumstances, the evolution of institutions which might have been both
modem and within the spirit of the Islamic legacy was impossible.

From this perspective, the criticisms levelled at Islam’s ability to 
generate political structures and doctrines consistent with the present 
global world view are seriously deficient. Were Europe, say, to have fallen 
under the sway of a different civilization in the mid-eighteenth century 
and only to have recovered in the past few decades, no one would have 
expected it to have produced the entire gamut of liberal democratic insti
tutions and practice in the short term. (The experience of eastern Europe 
after the fall of communism may indicate otherwise. Although democra
cies were established in eastern Europe relatively quickly, these countries 

had immense support from the European Union in the development of 
their democratic institutions. It is highly unlikely that those European 
countries with no democratic legacy could have duplicated these institu
tions and democratic practices without major external support.)

The typecasting of Islamic rule as entirely autocratic may be partly vali
dated by history, but it is certainly not sanctioned either by the Quran or by 
the Prophet’s sayings. The Islamic basis for representative government 
derives from a short but decisive Quranic verse, demanding that consulta
tion should be the basis of any system of authority. ‘Their [Muslims’] 
communal business is to be transacted in consultation among themselves.’14 
In many readings of this verse, the injunction insists that all political trans
actions must involve consultation across the entire community; in effect, 
across the entire adult population. Elections and legislative assemblies auto
matically follow this injunction in the modern context, as there are no 
specific rules describing how to go about the consultation. Restricting 
consultation to the worthy and notables of a community is an alternative 
way to interpret the verse, but this has now become a minority view.

Nearly all Muslim states with a formal democratic structure for their poli
tics have based their institutions and laws on western models of representa
tive government and the division of powers. Turkey, Pakistan, Indonesia, 
Iraq are all examples of political systems mainly derived from the principles 
of western-style parliamentary government, with political parties, raucous 
electioneering and liberal expenditures of money. They are ‘Islamic’ only to 
the extent that there is recourse to the people at large for selecting their 
representatives, but there are no efforts to evolve other characteristics which 
would validate them from an Islamic perspective. For example, it is assumed 
that candidates for public office would thrust themselves on the electorate 
and would use whatever legal means are available to achieve their electoral 
ends. This runs counter to the well-authenticated prophetic saying that one 
should not solicit an office of authority, but rather that others should offer 
it to the person.15 The idea that the electorate should actively seek out 
worthy candidates for public office implies a great deal of involvement on 
the part of local groups, communities and neighbourhoods — what is now 
called civil society - in selecting the person with the right attributes. The 
normal practice is for candidates to be vetted by political parties and then 
‘sold’ to the public in political campaigns; or a candidate with resources is 
able to buy his or her way into public office.

These constraints on political action may appear unworkable or utopian, 
but they all relate to the earlier idea of courtesy and appropriateness of
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action, which is central to Islam. Introducing this courtesy into public life 
is in marked contrast to the adversarial relationship that lies at the heart of 
modem politics. There is no reason why a re-creation of the public domain 
in Islam should not draw on more worthy examples of the public spirited 
figure of the western democratic tradition. Rather, Muslim reformers and 
liberals assume that politics should always be organized along whatever 
lines seem to prevail at the moment in the West. The degradation of 
political life in the democratic world is due in no small measure to the 
loss of the sense of public duty and the virtues that go along with it The 
over-professionalization of politics, the power of the mass media over 
political outcomes, the corrupting role of money in the electoral process, 
the manipulation of public opinion, are all features of modem democra
cies. They are being replicated in Muslim countries which base their poli
tics on democratic processes simply because they have accepted the 
premises of adversarial politics. Such features are in fact made worse by the 
proneness to demagoguery and crass populism, which feed on grievances 
and envy, as well as by the widespread prevalence of corrupt practices. They 
significantly denude the ideals of democracy and diminish, if not eliminate, 
the possibility of a new form of representative government, which may sit 
well within the spirit of Islam.

clouded the issue of sovereignty. Most of them would assume that sover
eignty is held by whoever holds power. Power confers legitimacy - or at least 
the others’ acquiescence to its exercise - and thereby relegates the issue of 
sovereignty to the realm of speculative political philosophy.

However, the growth of Islamist movements and their success in estab
lishing their power in places such as Iran and Sudan have reopened the 
question of the sovereignty of the state in Islam. All Islamic scholars — and 
even ordinary believing Muslims - will affirm that sovereignty, in the sense 
of ultimate dominion or power and authority, belongs to God. For the 
state, or even for mankind, to assert this role is an act of usurpation and 
gross impiety. Muslims also, by an act of volition, submit to this authority 
of God, so that the universal community of Muslims constitutes a state — 
in the sense of an order or a condition - where the laws of God reign 
supreme. The Islamic Umma, therefore, does not quite correspond to the 
modem state, since it combines territoriality with non-territoriality, tran
scendence with temporality. Nevertheless, Islamic government cannot be 
based on the actual rule of God. Imam Ali, the fourth of the rightly guided 
caliphs, confronted this issue when his authority was challenged by the 
Khawarij rebels with their slogan ‘Governing belongs only to Allah’. His 
reply was that their statement may have been superficially correct, but the 
inference they drew from it was wrong.

Sovereignty

The question of the sources of the sovereignty of the state in Islam has 
become a charged issue. It is now taken as axiomatic that nation-states are 
the only recognized political authorities in the world and that sovereignty 
resides not in kings and monarchs but with the people. ‘We, the people...’ 
is how the US constitution begins; and nearly all modern states, with the 
exception of some countries with a Muslim majority, explicitly attribute 
sovereignty to the people. The few non-Muslim states which are partly 
constructed on a religious identity have evaded the issue. Israel, for 
example, does not have a written constitution which would oblige it to 
define itself either in religious or in secular terms. Most Muslim states pay 
at least lip service to their loyalty to Islam, but that is entirely different from 
attributing sovereignty to God. Iran obviously is an exception, where consti
tutional arrangements are all premised on the flow of authority from a 
theocentric world view. Saudi Arabia has no constitution as such, and, when 
pressed, its leaders state that the: ‘Quran is our constitution? The historical 
experience of the Muslims with autocratic and arbitrary governments has

It is true that the verdict lies only with Allah, but these people say that 
the function of governance is only for Allah. The fact is that there is no 
escape from the ruler, good or bad. Through the ruler tax is collected, 
the enemy is fought, roadways are protected and the right of the weak is 
taken from the strong till the virtuous enjoys peace and is allowed 
protection from the oppression of the wicked.16

The agency of human beings under the governance of God is a necessity for 
any functioning political order. But this has not stopped either Islamists or, 
paradoxically, western critics of Islam to make the same allegation the 
Khawarij made. The Islamic injunction that governance belongs to God is 
equated, without qualification or reservation, to a rigid, unchanging theoc
racy, eliminating the imperative for a human interpretation of God’s law. 
The Islamic state was in principle a theocracy - not in the western sense of 
a state ruled by Church and the clergy, since neither existed in the Islamic 
world, but in the more literal sense of a polity ruled by God,’ writes the 
western scholar on Islam, Bernard Lewis.17 This is taken as a given, and all 
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subsequent analysis is predicated on this narrow assumption. Such a view 
leads to the assertion that an Islamic government, ipso facto, is ranged 
against all forms of democratic practice or human rights legislation, as these 
supposedly interfere with God’s ultimate sovereignty as expressed through 
the revealed law. No account is taken of the numerous passages in the Quran 
which explicitly authorize human beings to act as God’s representatives and 
agents on earth. Human beings acting as God’s agents implies that they must 
have the ability and will to do so, and therefore to assume the burden of 
responsibility for their actions.

Dfttfltewas replaced with confrontation — between a West which was good
and the evil empire of the Soviets.

The Bush rhetoric directed against radical Islam is in essence no 
different from the pattern of defining an external enemy and then mobi
lizing the country around the fear that that enemy would prevail. ‘They 
^ate what we see right here in this chamber - a democratically elected
government. Their leaders are self-appointed. They hate our freedoms — 
our freedom of religion, our freedom of speech, our freedom to vote and 
assemble and disagree with each other,’ said Bush in his speech to Coni 
after the 9/11 attacks.18 Then he introduced the qualification that the

Islam and the Political Order

The nature of an Islamic political order, especially if it actually materializes 
in a number of countries, would be a matter of great concern to the world’s 
other powers. The idea of the adversary - the ‘enemy’ - is never far from 
the surface in the world’s political order, and the liberal democracies of the 
West are no different in this regard. In many ways, the prized tolerance of 
these societies has an obverse side in the form of an intolerance or disre- 
ard for other civilizations, which may not subscribe to the ‘universal’

nature of western values. The past two decades after the fall of the commu
nist system provided clear indications of this fact. The replacement of the 
communists by the Islamists - even by Islam in its totality, though this is 
not explicitly stated — with Islam becoming the enemy, within and without, 
is an obvious example. Well before 9/11, Islam began to replace the Soviet 
bloc as the real threat that needed to be countered. It is not so much that 
western democracies need enemies to justify their continued existence; this 
is the preserve of dictatorships and tyrannies, which use the notion of an 
ever-threatening and looming enemy in order to stay in power. Rather, 
western liberal societies ascribe their success to the superiority of their 
values, processes and institutions, which were realized only after long and 
agonizing periods of struggle and war. Other civilizations may share in 
some of these values, but the values themselves will always remain uniquely 
western. The possibility that different civilizations may generate similar 
values and results is hardly acknowledged in practice. The western liberal 
model is taken as the yardstick and other systems are gauged by the degree 
to which they vary from it. For example, the convergence of communism 
and capitalism towards some form of common future was a recurrent 
theme in the 1960s and 1970s. That ended with the Soviet invasion of 
Afghanistan, which seemed to break the ground rules of convergence.

enemy was not Islam, but a variant of Islam. However, this qualification 
needs to be placed in the context of a continuously evolving politico
military strategy to contain radical Islam. This strategy has so far involved 
the invasion and occupation of two Muslim countries; the expenditure of 
huge resources on countering Islamist thought; the support for ersatz 
democrades in Muslim countries; and direct intervention in the domestic 
affairs of scores of Muslim countries. It is hard to see how all this differs 
from the mobilization necessary to fight what the neo-conservative writer 
Norman Podhoretz has called the ‘Fourth World War’ - the war between 
western civilization and a supposedly Islamist barbarism.19

In Europe the process is somewhat different, in that radical Islam is not 
seen to be the enemy without so much as the enemy within, in the form of 
multitudes of immigrant Muslims bent on perpetrating their ‘illiberal’ 
values. In both cases, however, a process of crystallizing the notion of an 
enemy around Muslims and Islam is now well advanced. Europe’s much

space to live out their lives according to their values.20

Population Movements and Migration

One gauge of a civilizations’ attractiveness is the extent to which others are 
drawn into its zone. On this criterion, Islam has been an eminently 
successful civilization for most of its history. The huge populations of the 
territories which came under its control were not, in the main, converted 
to the faith by force. In certain areas, such as South-East Asia, the conver
sion of the population to Islam was largely prompted by the example of 
Muslim merchants who settled there rather than by military conquest.21 
Even in the nineteenth century, as Islamic power was visibly diminishing, 
the lands of Islam were still attractive to large numbers of people from
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outside its civilization, including many from southern Europe who were 
seeking their fame and fortune. But within a few decades of the twentieth 
century the situation became reversed. It was now the Muslims who were 
leaving the lands of Islam - at first in a trickle, but later by the millions - 
and making their way to the West.

As Islam spread out of its Arabian heartland, the newly conquered lands 
were not overwhelmed by the large-scale migrations of Arab tribes into 
their territories. By and large, the Arabs and their allies formed a small 
ruling elite, and the indigenous peoples of the conquered lands at first kept 
their religious affiliations. Islamic law guaranteed toleration for Christians 
and Jews as ‘People of the Book’. It may have been a reluctant toleration, 
but it was toleration nonetheless. However, another factor played a part in 
the treatment of the non-Muslim conquered peoples: the poll and land 
taxes that these had to pay as non-Muslim subjects of the Muslim state. 
There was at first a strong disincentive on the part of the state to encourage 
the conversion of the conquered peoples to Islam, as this would entail a 
serious revenue loss. However, the passage of time ensured that the vast 
majority of the conquered peoples would convert to Islam. The phenom
enon was encouraged by a variety of factors such as the conversion of the 
leaders of the indigenous elites; intermarriage; proselytizing by mission
aries; and economic or social advantage.22 The process was self-enforcing, 
especially as it took place in an environment of continuing political and 
military dominance by Muslims. A stability of the religious identity of 
the majority of the inhabitants was achieved, and newcomers such as the 
Turkic tribes from Central Asia or the Mongols were absorbed into the 
Muslim milieu.

Population movements within the Muslim world were a natural 
concomitant to environmental and resource pressures, changes in political 
boundaries, economic opportunity and conquests. But until very recently 
they took place inside the world of Islam and did not spill outside its fron
tiers. There were no Muslim migrants who followed the Europeans into 
the New World. Islamic law relating to migration and conversion devel
oped therefore in conditions where Muslims were not only the dominant 
political class, but also the majority of the people.

The fact of the matter is that traditional Islamic jurisprudence does not 
allow for migration into a land where Islam is not the ascendant creed. Not 
all schools of jurisprudence have identical rulings on migration. The 
Maliki creed is probably the most insistent on the duty of Muslims to 
leave countries where Islam’s preponderance has been lost. But nearly

A the schools agree that Muslims are simply not authorized to sojourn in 
.uCh territories, except under very narrow conditions of da’awa (calling 
people to Islam) or trade.23 The early Muslims were allowed to leave 
for Abyssinia, but that was only because an Islamic polity had not yet 
been established. Later, this would lead to the now famous division of 
the world into Dar-ul-Islam and Dar-ul-Harb - the abode of Islam and 
the abode of struggle. Dar-ul-Islam was theoretically treated as one home
land. Whenever Muslim territory fell under the control of others, Muslims 
were not only encouraged but legally enjoined to leave the land. This 
happened for the first time when nearly 50,000 Muslims left Sicily after its 
conquest by the Normans in the eleventh century, fleeing to Egypt and 
North Africa.

The relentless push of the Reconquista over the centuries led to 
hundreds of thousands, possibly millions, leaving the territories
re conquered in Spain; again, they made mainly for North Africa. This was 
before the wholesale expulsions of Spain’s Muslim population in the late 
sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. The Muslims who stayed behind

•Jin these lands were derogatorily termed in Arabic, mudejans — literally a
reference to domestic or tamed animals — a noun which later gave rise to
the Spanish word mudejer. The same pattern of large-scale emigration,
partly prompted by religious injunctions, occurred whenever Muslim 
territory changed rulers, and in such diverse places as the Balkans, the
Caucasus and (more recently) the Indian sub-continent and Palestine. The 
Arab Middle East is full of people whose predecessors had come from 
Chechnya, Dagestan, Central Asia and, of course, Andalusia. A significant 
minority of Turkey’s citizens originate in the former territories of the 
Ottoman Empire which were lost to Serbia, Greece, Roumania and
Bulgaria.

However, as Muslim communities established themselves and grew in 
the West, the traditional laws on migration and sojourning in non-Islamic 
lands had to be reviewed. There was no point in emphasizing the imper
missibility of migration for economic betterment when this had already 
occurred, and a new consensus among Islam’s scholars had to be devel
oped to address the real issue affecting Muslims’ faith and practice in 
the West. Both the Sunni and Shia schools developed nearly identical rules 
governing the presence of Muslims in the West.24 They were concerned 
above all to preserve the religious identity of the Muslims there, and built 
their rulings around the paramount issue of maintaining the integrity 
ofMuslims’ religiosity and their families. But the emphasis was on
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accommodating the fact of the Muslim’s presence in the West rather than 
on justifying it or encouraging actual emigration from Islamic lands. The 
traditional rulings applied: it was better for Muslims not to leave the lands 
of Islam; and, if the observance of Islamic practices became problematic in 
one country - say, when Southern Yemen was formally a communist 
country — the Muslim’s first duty was to leave that land for other Muslim 
countries.

A comprehensive set of Sharia rulings has evolved over the past two 
decades which clearly stipulate that the main criterion by which a Muslim 
can justify his or her presence in non-Muslim lands is the degree to which 
he or she can retain the faith. Any possibility that the Muslim’s faith, or that 
of his or her family, might be diminished as a result of his or her presence in 
the West immediately nullifies the dispensation to live there. In this case, the 
persons concerned must, as a matter of religious duty, leave the West for a 
Muslim country. The only admitted exception is when the Muslim in ques
tion fears for his or her life, were he or she to return to a Muslim country. 
The rulings are silent as to whether a Muslim is allowed to leave a Muslim 
land without due cause. One is recommended to leave for a non-Muslim
land if, and only if, this is in the cause of spreading the religion.

While these rulings allowed for the continuing presence of Muslims in 
the West, they raised another set of vexatious questions, mainly relating to 
the contradictions and difficulties of abiding by the Sharia in a country 
whose social, cultural and political mores are at odds with it. A host of 
issues arise in this way for the observant Muslim - from allowing children 
to watch certain types of television programmes to finding the right niche 
and time to perform one’s obligatory prayers at the workplace. The preva
lence of alcohol in social settings, the easy mixing of the sexes and the 
indifference of the public to modest dress for women are other examples 
of the daily pressures which the observant Muslim faces in a modern
western setting.

All contemporary Muslim scholars emphasize the need to maintain 
the Islamic identity of Muslims abroad in preference to their racial or 
national identity. The growth of a primary Muslim identity amongst 
second-generation Muslims in the West is not only a result of the weakening 
of their parents’ original ethnic or racial bonds, but an affirmation of a 
religious loyalty. This raises yet another set of critical issues regarding a 
Muslim’s ultimate loyalty in a western setting: will loyalty to the nation-state 
or to particular national values and ideals trump the Muslim’s sense of 
bonding with other Muslims worldwide?

-ftese rulings have had another important effect on Muslim communi- 
especially in Europe. They have pushed them to create a plethora of 

organizations which cater to the religious, educational and cultural 
needs of the community. The most significant among such institutions has 
^en the Muslim school. In only a few European countries has the state 
^owed for state-funded Muslim schools. The UK, for example, has only 
four such schools, catering for perhaps a thousand pupils. State funding for 
Muslims schools has been an extremely sensitive issue and generates much 
heated public debate between the advocates of a multicultural approach to 
education and those who see Muslim schools as a breeding ground for 
intolerance, gender inequality and a secluded lifestyle. In reality, the state in 
Europe is dosely interwound with the church and religion in the provision 
of education. The Church of England, the Catholic church and the Jewish 
community all manage a large number of state-funded schools in the UK, 
and the practice has hardly generated any controversy, even from many 
ideological secularists. But there continues to be a strong unease about 
official support for Muslim schools, even when the few schools which do 
exist have an excellent academic record and have produced well rounded 
and well adjusted graduates. Many people still choose to see Muslim 
schools as nothing more than radical modrossos, bent on undermining 
western values and societies and planting the seeds of an alien culture in 
the midst of a post-modern and post-religious Europe.

The contemporary Sharia rulings on migration have removed the sharp 
historical distinctions between ‘the abode of Islam’ and ‘the abode of 
struggle’, and have created a third category: a conditional authorization to 
remain in non-Islamic lands. But they have not quite removed the 
lingering feeling among many Muslims in the West that the undoubted 
freedoms and material rewards which they enjoy do not compensate 
fortheir presence in an environment which is indifferent, if not hostile, 
to Islam. Unlike their forebears, these migrants have been very unsuc
cessful in attracting a large number of converts from the indigenous popu
lation and thereby creating a synthesis between Islam and its host 
environment Islam in the West, with the exception of African—American 
Muslims, still consists overwhelmingly of migrants from Muslim lands 
and their offspring. If anything, the flow of ‘converts’ is more in the other 
direction: a large number of Muslims in the West have become effectively 
secularized and maintain only a symbolic connection with Islam. The 
Muslim communities in the West are thus maintained by natural growth 
and by the inflow of migrants rather than by the far more significant
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process of converting large numbers of the indigenous populations to
Islam.

Often European or American converts to Islam, as well as second- and 
third-generation Muslims bom in the West, are far more literal in their 
interpretations of the religion and are highly critical of their native societies 
and cultures. They tend to idealize the conditions of the Muslim world, 
where they believe that the practice of Islam is more pristine and less 
affected by modernization and by the ‘moral turpitude’ which is supposed 
to prevail in the West. A particularly poignant case can be drawn from the 
experience, in the early 1980s, of a party of reasonably affluent British 
Muslims, mainly converts, who sought to establish a Muslim’s right to dwell 
anywhere in the Islamic world.25 After surveying the Islamic world, they 
focused on the United Arab Emirates and headed for Abu Dhabi. The 
leader of the group arranged to meet the chief judge there - a venerable and 
erudite Islamic scholar - and presented him with the desire of these British 
Muslims to settle in the UAE in order to perfect their faith. Did not their 
religion enjoin them to leave the land of unbelief and move wherever Islam 
was in the ascendant? The chief judge, who was sympathetic to their cause, 
asked them to wait for a short period while he consulted with the authori
ties. A week later, he met the group again. With tears in his eyes, he told 
them that their request had been flatly denied. It had not been possible to 
accede to their request, he said - knowing full well that they were within 
their rights as Muslims to ask for full residence in that country. The group 
returned to Britain, rather sheepishly, after a few weeks. The country to 
which they had wanted to emigrate, the UAE, had turned them down, citing 
impossibly restrictive and discriminatory immigration policies. The whole 
notion of an Islamdom (Dar-ul-Islatri) where a Muslim can travel and settle 
freely had been thrown out of the window.

Muslims in Western Europe

Muslims’ deep reluctance to migrate outside of the lands of Islam until well 
into twentieth century was greatly affected by the colonial experience. The 
overthrow of Muslim rule, the exposure to the superior technical and mate
rial civilization of the West and the integration of insular economies with 
the European metropolises conspired to weaken the ingrained resistance to 
leaving the lands of Islam.

Religiously minded people escaping colonial domination still sought 
refuge in the Muslim world, but this was necessarily limited given the

restricted opportunities for livelihood in countries such as Saudi Arabia 
and Egypt of the 1930s. Large-scale movements of Muslims outside the 
Muslim world into the West started in the post-First World War era. 
Significant numbers of North African male labourers moved to France in 
search of work. They were joined by demobilized soldiers from North 
Africa who remained in France after the end of hostilities. The process 
accelerated after the Second World War, with the retreat of the colonial 
empires and the critical labour shortages in western Europe. By the 1960s 
large numbers of North Africans had moved into France and Belgium; 
South Asians into the UK; Indonesians into Holland; and Turks and 
Kurds into Germany. They took on jobs which the indigenous people 
would not accept, at low-pay levels. Most came from rural areas and were 
often members of ethnic minorities or migrants from particular regional 
areas, for instance, the Berbers of Algeria, the Kurds of Turkey or the 
Kashmiris. These groups were disproportionately represented in the early 
migrant communities in Europe. They also concentrated in particular 
areas such as capital cities or traditional industrial centres, for instance, 
those for textile manufacturing, creating an impression of dense multi
tudes even though the overall population of Muslims in these European 
countries is relatively low. The stagflation of the 1970s, which affected the 
western world, put a stop to the easy migration policies of earlier times, 
and a raft of laws and regulations followed that severely restricted the flow 
of unskilled and semi-skilled migrants into western Europe. Henceforth, 
most legal migration involved family reunification. The 1980s saw another 
spate of migration into western Europe from Muslim lands, but this time 
it was driven mainly by asylum seekers, often with advanced educational 
qualifications and skills. These came from countries such as Lebanon, Iraq, 
Iran, Afghanistan, Somalia and Yugoslavia, which were torn by war and 
civil strife. The period from the 1990s to the present has been one of large- 
scale iflegul migration from a variety of Muslim and non-Muslim coun
tries. A large number of European countries, such as Spain, Italy and 
Greece - countries with little experience in migrants from other cultures 
and religions -began to be affected by the flow of Muslims into their terri
tories. Officially, the population of Muslims in western Europe is about 
fourteen million, that is, less than 4 per cent of the total population of 
the EU. Unofficially, however, the figures quoted sometime exceed twenty 
million. The concentration of Muslims in the major cities of France, 
Germany, the UK, and now Italy and Spain, creates an altogether different 
impression about the numbers of Muslims in western Europe.26
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The legal position of Islam inside western European countries depends 
on the status and nature of the relationship between state and religion 
in particular countries. In some countries, for instance, in France, the 
government has sponsored officially sanctioned organizations through 
which the state interacts with Islam on matters of religious practice such 
as the operation of mosques and preaching. In others, the state follows 
a policy of benign neglect, except where the activities of Muslims are seen
to impinge on public order or security, or are seen to be in violation of
laws on gender and sexual discrimination, freedom of expression or 
racism.27

Western European countries do not compile official data on their 
Muslim populations. Muslims are grouped under different data collection 
categories such as national or geographic origin, or race and ethnicity. 
However, through cross-referencing and targeted studies, a grim picture 
emerges about the socio-economic conditions, alienation, discrimination 
and marginalization of the Muslims of western Europe. In all the 
European countries, the unemployment figures for Muslims are on 
average far higher than for western Europeans: often twice or three times 
the levels of the equivalent population control group. For example, unem
ployment among Muslim females in the UK in 2005 reached 20 per cent, 
compared to about 7 per cent for women generally. In Belgium, in 2005 
the unemployment rates for Turkish and Moroccan nationals (nearly all of 
them Muslims) were nearly 40 per cent, compared to 7 per cent for Belgian 
natives. Discrimination in employment practices is also rampant. In 
Germany, more than half of Turkish job applicants claimed that they 
suffered discrimination in one form or another. The prevalence of wide
spread discrimination in recruitment practices is confirmed by a host of 
studies and surveys. A British radio station, BBC Radio 5, conducted an 
experiment whereby fifty firms were approached by six fictitious individ
uals with similar qualifications but with different-sounding names, which 
suggested English, African and Muslim backgrounds. Only 9 per cent 
of those with a Muslim-sounding name were called for an interview, 
compared to 13 per cent for the African and 25 per cent for the English 
names. A similar test was conducted in France in 2004, where a person 
with a North African name had five times less chance of being accepted 
than a person with a French name. The paucity of Muslims in managerial 
slots in major public and private enterprises of western Europe is striking, 
as is the near absence of top executives with a Muslim background from 
major western corporations and public bodies.28

in western Europe Muslims score poorly in educational attainment. The 
lack of official statistics in Europe, with the exception of the UK, does not 
conceal a clear picture of Muslim underachievement. In the UK, Britons of 
Pakistani and Bangladeshi origin are at the bottom of educational league 
tables. Nearly a third of Muslims working in the UK have no educational 
qualifications; they are the lowest in the country. The same sad figures 
carry across other areas of social disadvantage such as housing, where 
Muslims suffer from high levels of homelessness, poor-quality housing, 
poor neighbourhoods and high levels of personal insecurity. Again, the 
prisoner population in western Europe is disproportionately Muslim. 
In Britain, Muslims account for 11 per cent of the prison population, 
compared to their 3 per cent share of the general population. In Holland, 
the respective figures are 20 per cent versus 5 per cent. In France the figures 
are even more shocking: 60 to 70 per cent of the prison population is 
Muslim, while Muslims make up perhaps 10 per cent of the population. 
While French government officials explain these discrepancies by pointing 
out the poverty of the Muslim population, Muslim community leaders 
in France blame decades of government policies which have helped to 
isolate Muslims in impoverished suburbs with inferior facilities, away 
from available jobs.29

The dire socio-economic conditions of most Muslims in western
Europe dovetail into the widespread belief that Muslims and Islam will 
not be accepted as integral components of western societies. The term 
‘Islamophobia’ was coined to express this attitude. Its general use has been 
to describe unacceptable behaviour towards or prejudicial views about 
Muslims. However, many liberals in the West have shied away from using 
the expression. The struggle against discrimination in Europe has been 
framed by these people only in terms of race or ethnicity. The various 
national and European laws which have emerged to redress the situation 
have been written with the intention of reversing racial discrimination. To 
acknowledge that an entire religion might be the target of discriminatory 
practices does not accord well with the conventional view that discrimina
tion revolves around conditions a person has no choice about, such as the
colour of their skin or their national origin. Moreover, Islam is now seen 
by many in the progressive’ community in the West to be a religion which 
mistreats certain groups, for instance, women and homosexuals, and is
riddled with auBto-Senaitis]A fl and political intolerance. These suspicions
about Islam, which come from the Left, are matched by the prejudices of 
the Right, which equates Islam with terrorism and regards Muslims as
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subversive elements inside western societies. But the fact that anti-Islam 
prejudices are widely shared simply confirms the real and pernicious 
nature of Islamophobia in the West, especially in western Europe.

The Runnymede Trust, in its landmark 1997 study on Islamophobia, has 
set out eight characteristics of the phenomenon.30 All of them - from the 
perception of Islam as a violent and barbaric religion to the acceptance of 
widespread anti-Muslim feelings and behaviour - are amply evident, but 
not quite yet recorded in official statistics. In opinion surveys, the attitudes 
towards Muslims of other western Europeans are mostly unfavourable. In 
Germany, for example, 80 per cent of respondents equated Islam with 
terror. In Spain, more than half of the respondents to a survey classified 
Islam as violent and over 80 per cent considered Muslims to be authori
tarian. Half the Italians who completed a survey thought that Muslims 
‘have cruel and barbaric laws’ and support international terrorism. Only in 
the UK did the majority of respondents have an overall friendly attitude 
to Islam.31 The media feeds Islamophobic tendencies in western society 
and uses epithets, half-truths and downright lies which would normally 
subject them to a barrage of lawsuits from anti-racist or anti-Semitic 
groups.

Eurabia

The generally negative attitude to Islam in the West was exacerbated by 
the terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001 and by the bombings in Madrid 
and London which followed in their wake. Fear and uncertainty about
the long-term implications of the presence of Muslims in the West feed
into alarmist and even apocalyptic predictions about Europe’s future and 
the future of western civilization itself. What had been the preoccupation
of extreme right-wing writers and politicians in the previous decade 
has moved firmly into the mainstream, with highly respected figures 
such as the historian Niall Ferguson raising alarm bells about Europe’s 
demographic ‘bust’ and about the process of reverse colonization led by 
the Muslims. These views have coalesced into the theory of ‘Eurabia’, 
whereby the expanding populations of Muslims in Europe will overwhelm 
their host societies or at best will force the fragmentation of European 
states into mutually hostile enclaves, where Muslims and Islamic law and 
customs will dominate. The theory is premised mainly upon the contin
uing low birth-rates of indigenous and ageing Europeans, on the decline 
of Christian observance and on Europe’s indiscriminate culture of tolera-

Xs Ferguson wrote in a New York Times op-ed on 4 April 2004, when 
^first saw the model of the minarets of Oxford’s Centre for Islamic 
Judies, he thought of Gibbon’s celebrated Decline and Fall of the Roman

The collapse of European civilization has been predicted before, not 
least by writers such as Oswald Spengler, whose 1918 book The Decline of 
ilie West had an enormous impact on the ideas and politics of the inter
nal years. The Eurabian thesis plays on deeply felt European anxieties 
about the unassimilated Muslims in their midst. These anxieties have been 
fed by a barrage of books and reports emanating from neo-conservative 
writers and think-tanks from the US. They contrast martial Americans 
with effete and spineless Europeans, who allow their continent to be 
overrun by terrorists and by Islamic zealots. Riots in the north of England 
are seen as the opening salvoes of a war of jihadis; the high-crime suburbs 
of Paris are described as Muslim ‘No-Go* zones; a cerebral lecture by 
the Archbishop of Canterbury on using aspects of Sharia law in Muslim 
personal relations becomes a capitulation to Islamist demands.

The discovery that a wide network of Islamist terrorists and jihadis had 
established itself in the capitals of Europe in the 1990s, especially in 
London, added further grist to the mill of the advocates of the Eurabian 
thesis. These networks were mainly responsible for the planning of the 
9/11 attacks and the subsequent attacks in Madrid and London. It was now 
the turn of the more flexible and accommodating policies towards 
Muslims pursued by successive British governments to came under the 
withering scrutiny of neo-consen atives and other right-wing opinion 
leaders. The word ‘Londonistari was coined by the journalist Melanie 
Phillips to describe the ease with which Islamist radicals established them
selves in the capital and the widespread network of Muslim organizations 
which sustained them.32

There is no doubt about the appeal of the idea of Eurabia, even if its 
fringes are populated by extremists with preposterous assertions about 
an Islamic conspiracy to subvert Europe. These claims are no different 
in substance from the absurd allegations found in the early twentieth
century forgery, The Protocols of the Elders of Zion, about a Zionist plot 
to dominate the world; nor is their depiction of Muslims any different 
from the xenophobic and racists fears which gripped western Europe 
when the pogroms in Russia had driven hundreds of thousands of impov
erished Jews westwards.33 At the heart of Etrrabia there is the idea of a 
demographic time-bomb - an inexorable process of population shift
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which will gradually overwhelm Europe. But the numbers underpinning 
this claim are themselves highly suspect. It is very difficult to see how 
Europe’s current Muslim population of about fifteen to twenty million 
could ever grow to pose a serious threat to Europe’s total population of 
nearly 450 million - even if Turkey, with its seventy million Muslims, were 
to be allowed into the EU as a full partner.

The shrillness and persistence of the Eurabian argument is having some 
effect on policy-makers in Europe. Citizenship tests which emphasize 
knowledge of western values have become mandatory in many European 
countries, and governments are moving towards recognizing ‘official’ 
Islamic bodies that would draw Muslims into the cultural mainstream. But
advocates of the thesis still wring their hands about the future of Europe. 
Some, such as Ferguson, have already half-consigned Europe to a future of 
decay and decline. One outcome he suggests is ‘a creeping Islamicization 
of a decadent Christendom’.34 Another is a violent backlash against immi
grants, particularly Muslims; this should lead to mass deportations of 
illegal immigrants; far more draconian border controls; and financial 
incentives for migrants to return to their native countries. However, the 
advocates of the Eurabian thesis would not be satisfied by these measures; 
they smack of too little and too late. Their arguments are veering close to 
the solutions adopted in seventeenth-century Spain when the country was 
dealing with its own Muslim ‘problem’ - that of the Moriscos. Although 
mass expulsions of Europe’s Muslim population are highly improbable, 
the mass abandonment of Islam by Europe’s Muslims may not be so, if 
that would be the price for integrating Europe’s Muslims into the West

Rediscovering or developing the political basis of a new Islamic civiliza
tion has to take place in this context. The question becomes whether there 
is wholesale acceptance of the West’s definition of universal values and 
acknowledgement that Islam must move towards adopting them, or 
whether Islam should continue to seek the meaning of the universal - 
including that in political values and institutions - in its own legacy. For 
example, the advocates of ‘Muslim Democracy’, a movement akin to 
Christian democracy in Europe, are at the forefront of redefining the 
meaning of the political in Islam in western terms. Anwar Ibrahim, the 
former deputy prime minister of Malaysia, whose arrest on trumped up 
charges after the 1997 Asian crisis became an international cause celebre, is 
a proponent of the connection between universal values (those of the 
West) and Muslim democracy. The AK Party in Turkey, which won a 
resounding re-election victory in 2007, is also seen as the model of a 

Muslim democratic party: a pragmatic political movement which is, 
essentially, socially conservative, economically liberal, and indifferent to 
the calls for the introduction of the Sharia.

The political dimension of Islam is irrelevant to the governing 
programme of these parties, and Islamic values become subsumed under 
a general conservatism and right-of-centre politics. In essence, Muslim 
democracy is a pathway to a secular and ultimately western definition of 
the political rather than a re-expression of the political in Islam. It may 
prevail in the face of the nihilistic and destructive alternative of radical 
Islamism and in the face of more openly secular and westernising political 
currents in the Muslim world. As a phenomenon, it has garnered the 
support of western governments — even though the Turkish model of 
Muslim democracy owes its success to the particular conditions in Turkey 
and to the rise of the religiously observant and socially conservative 
Anatolian middle classes.55 But Muslim democracy is unlikely to resolve 
the conundrum which Muslims face when they are dealing with the polit
ical: the need to evolve a privileged place for the sacred in the structuring 
of the Islamic political order.

In the past, the Sharia provided this essential link. It is conceivable that a 
re-thinking of the Sharia and of the legitimately political in Islam will 
provide the mechanism through which a new understanding of the 
meaning of the sacred in Islamic political life can be realized. To some 
extent, this strategy was attempted in Iran; but, even after nearly thirty years 

| of Islamic revolution, the institutions of the state are far from being stable 
or their contours and powers dear. There has been a great deal of resistance 
to the main features of the Islamic Republic, especially to its crystallization 
around the person of the leader and to the growth of a clerical political 
class. This has come not only from secularists and western minded people, 
but also from important dements of the ulema hierarchy and from most 
religious intellectuals. Whether the Islamic Republic survives in its present 
form is a moot point, but it is certainly an experiment whose outcome will 
have profound effects on the Idamk world.
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CHAPTER 8

Human Rights and 
Human Dutie s

Freedom is to act as one's real and true nature demands and so only the exer
cise of that choice which is of what is good can properly be called 'free choice' 
A choice for the better is therefore an act of freedom ... Whereas a choice for 
the worse is not a choice as it is grounded in ignorance.. .itis then also not an 
exercise in freedom because freedom means precisely being free of domination 
by the powers of the soul that incites to evil.

Syed Muhammad Naquib al-Attas, Malaysian philosopher 
and educator: Prolegomena to the Metaphysics of Islam 

(istac: KUALA LUMPUR, 1995), p. 33

The tensions and crises that have punctuated the relationships between 
Islam and the West in the modern era are between two entirely unequal 
parties. In the past two decades, Islam has been in the dock of world 
opinion. It has been obliged to respond to a questioning, and even an 
indictment, of its values and principles. Islam has been challenged over 
its contribution to, or encouragement of, the instability, violence and 
mayhem caused by a few of its adherents. Muslims have been put on the 
defensive and feel besieged by accusations and obloquy from all quarters. 
Age-old charges which might not have been out of place in the nineteenth 
century, and which might even seem medieval, are hurled at Muslims and 
Islam; to them are added new accusations, specific to modern times. The
onslaught is unremitting; no sooner is one issue resolved than another 
quickly emerges to replace it. There are wars going on everywhere: from 
the ‘war for Muslim minds’, to the ‘war for the soul of Islam’; from the ‘war

on terror’ to the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. European parliamentarians 
discuss the finer aspects of Islamic jurisprudence and US presidents 
pontificate on the merits of the Islamic religion. Islam is the fodder for 
scare-mongering headlines of the gutter press, but it also preoccupies the 
more sedate and thoughtful of the world’s media. Islam has become the 
foil for whatever set of precepts defines the modern mind. Whenever 
gender issues are discussed, Islam’s treatment of women becomes the 
other, unacceptable, alternative. Whenever freedom of speech is seen to be 
threatened, it is Islam that is doing the threatening. Whenever freedom of 
worship is restricted, it is Islam that is condemned for its supposed intol
erance of other religions and its degrading treatment of its minorities. The 
ancient Islamic term for‘protected minorities’, al-Dhimmis, is now turned 
against Islam as proof of its in-built proclivity to discriminate.

You [the western public] don’t understand or don’t want to understand 
that if we don’t oppose this, don’t defend ourselves against this, don’t 
fight, Jihad will win. And it will destroy the world that, good or bad, 
we’ve succeeded in building, changing, improving, and making a little 
more intelligent, i.e. less bigoted or even without bigotry. And with that 
it will destroy our culture, our art, our science, our morality, our values, 

i and our pleasures...

wrote the Italian journalist Oriana Fallaci a few weeks after 11 September
' 2001?

The animus against Islam could partly be explained by the hysteria that 
gripped the western public after the attacks of al-Qaeda on New York and 
Washington. This was further exacerbated by the 2004 bombings in 
Madrid and those of 2005 in London. All of this fed into the vastly dispro
portionate military and security response of the US and its allies to what 

| was, after all, terrorist acts and not a declaration of war by a state, let alone
| by a civilization. But the grounds for the demonization of Islam had

already been set in the past decade, and even earlier.

Islam and the Universal Declaration

The idea of Islam as the other’ is, of course, not new. But it lay dormant for 
i most of the twentieth century. Its reappearance with such virulence in 

recent times is quite shocking. What is notably different now is the extent 
to which it has seeped into popular culture and into the politics of the West.
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The ‘orientalism’ of earlier times was a preoccupation of narrow elites; of 
administrator-scholars; of founders of new academic disciplines; of writers 
and artists with peculiar aesthetic sensibilities. It penetrated the popular 
mind through colonial wars and jingoism, but its duration as a factor in the 
public imagination was short. There were other, more pressing, dangers: 
internal economic collapse during the great depression, the threat from the 
totalitarian dictatorships of Europe, and finally the cold war. For most of 
the twentieth century, the defeated and prostrate Islamic world was hardly 
fit to challenge the West in any meaningful way. No one cared much, but 
Islam was still a vaguely felt threat or problem, even in the days immedi
ately after the Second World War. As the world was convening to establish 
the institutions of the UN and to formulate the 1948 Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights (UDHR), the possibility of an Islamic ‘exception’ to the 
evolving doctrines on human rights was hardly an issue. The entire effort 
paid only lip service to the concerns and world views of other civilizations. 
No one, of course, was in any position to challenge the victorious Allies or 
to engage in any serious debate about what were essentially philosophical 
and religious issues. The cold war had not quite started, so, although the 
Soviets were prevaricating, they nonetheless went along with the final draft.

The commission set up to oversee the drafting of the Universal 
Declaration was chaired by Eleanor Roosevelt, but the special rapporteur 
(or coordinator) was Charles Malik of Lebanon. In fact he wrote the 
preamble of the Declaration of Human Rights and was responsible for 
several articles that strove to give the document a proper, universal import. 
The other members of the commission included a French legal expert, Ren£ 
Cassin, a Canadian UN administrator and legal scholar, John Humphrey, 
and P. C. Chang of China. Cassin, a noted scholar of Jewish origin, had lost 
members of his family in the Holocaust. Later, in 1968, he went on to win 
the Nobel Peace Prize. P. C. Chang represented the Republic of China, 
before the victory of the communists under Mao in 1949 sent the 
remaining members of its government into exile on the island of Taiwan. 
He received his doctorate in philosophy from Columbia University, and his 
own views were heavily influenced by Confucian thought.

But it was Malik who was the pivotal figure in the work of the commis
sion. Malik, a philosopher and diplomat, had studied under Alfred North 
Whitehead at Harvard. His Lebanese origin made him, as it were, a surro
gate for the absent Muslim voice in the commission, but that created an 
erroneous assumption. Malik was not only a committed Christian - what 
would be termed a fundamentalist today - but held views that were deeply 

^thetical to Islam. In later life, he became an ideological mentor of the 
jjanese forces, a right-wing Christian militia during the Lebanese Civil 

of 1975—1990. He was responsible for statements such as: ‘I believe 
^attheGraeco-Roman-Judaeo-Christian tradition, with all its rich inner 
manifold and even contradictions, is the greatest and deepest and truest 
living historical fact in existence.. .’2

At the UN of that period, some of the motley states which represented 
‘Islam’ - all of them impoverished, dependent and weak in the pre-oil era — 
abstained from the vote on the declaration. They neither appreciated its 
import nor were prepared to argue, or were capable of arguing for a 
different, more inclusive document. The Soviet bloc reacted mainly in terms 
of the declaration’s emphasis on individual rather than social rights. In the 
end, Charles Malik, an indefatigable lobbyist and networker,3 managed to 
neutralize the suspicions of the Soviets, partly by incorporating some of 
their concerns into the final draft. The Soviets also abstained from the final 
vote. The dedaration was passed and became ‘universal’: the official global 
statement on human rights.

The point, however, is not to disparage the declaration, but rather to 
situate it in the context of its age. The document was drafted, to all intents 
and purposes, by a body dominated by western powers and with a spoiler’s 
role for the Soviets. It became the foundation stone of the world’s under
standing of human rights. It has since achieved almost sacrosanct status, 
and is the leitmotif for all discussions on human rights. At the time, very 
few critics of the declaration saw it as the product of a specific civiliza
tional or cultural world view. Superficially, the declaration appeared to be 
a natural outgrowth of the ‘four freedoms’ proclaimed by Roosevelt to 
form the basis of the post-war order: freedom of expression; freedom of 
worship; freedom from want; and freedom from fear. Nevertheless, none 
of the authors of the declaration would have explicitly associated it with a 
particularly ‘western concept of human rights. The epithet ‘universal’ 
which was attached to the declaration gave it finality and an elevated posi
tion from which it could preside as the world’s conscience. Human rights 
were indeed universal and emancipatory. Those who fashioned this docu
ment nearly sixty years ago could not have anticipated that the worthy 
principles embodied in the declaration would become a tool to challenge 
Islam on its commitment to, or acceptance of, universal human rights. 
Islam was simply not on their radar screens.

Are human rights universal, or are they rooted in specific western 
experience? If they are indeed an outcome of Malik’s concept of a
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‘Graeco-Roman-Judaeo-Christiari basis of western civilization, then their 
adoption by other civilizations, and specifically by Islam, affirms the 
‘victor/ of western civilization in the modem world. These rights include 
the ideals of liberalism, democracy and secularism. If Islam were to adopt 
them in toto, the separate civilizational space Islam could claim for itself 
would end. If other civilizations reject these values as purely western 
formulations (and here again, Islam is the one seen to hold out), then the 
West has a new civilizing mission: namely to act out its historical role of 
representing the final state of human political order. Its values - including 
its definition of human rights - become the globe’s values. Alternatively, if 
the values of the declaration are indeed universal, then their roots must be 
present in all civilizations. A new consensus on human rights has to develop 
from an inter-civilizational exchange, which would include all the world’s 
religions and civilizations in order to generate a new Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights. But this is hardly on the cards. In fact, the proliferation 
in the western world of official agencies and non-governmental organiza
tions devoted to the propagation and monitoring of human rights makes it 
clear that no one in the West is prepared to budge from the position that 
the declaration is globally applicable, if not yet enforceable.

Are human rights an essentially western construct? There is little doubt 
that the idea of human rights can be traced both to biblical sources and to 
the notion of a natural law which would be separate from divine revelation. 
The Bible talks about Man being created in the image of God, and St Paul’s 
letters emphasize the equality of mankind in Christ. The natural law tradi
tion goes back to the ancient Greeks, through the idea that human beings are 
endowed with inalienable rights which derive from an unwritten law or a 
higher principle. Then there is the Protestant Reformation, which asserted 
individual conscience as the foundation for an authentic faith. English 
common law and its concern with inheritable rights is another noted source 
for the ideal of human rights. The privileging of the individual over the 
collective is a common theme in these traditions of human rights, and it has 
underpinned the Universal Declaration. Its preamble is replete with words 
such as ‘inalienable’ and ‘inherent’. The French Revolution’s Declaration of 
the Rights of Man, the Magna Carta, writs of habeas corpus, Christian 
theology, the US Constitution and Bill of Rights — all these are sources for 
modem human rights. So in this sense human rights are indeed a product 
of the western tradition. .

However, it was never inevitable that this particular aspect of the 
western tradition would prevail. What we have now is the development of 

one out of the many routes that western thought and practice on human 
fights could have taken before it settled on the present formulations. The 
appalling horrors of the Second World War, at least in the European 
theatre of war, were committed in the western sphere and influenced this 
development very much. Stopping their recurrence was an essential 
purpose of the Universal Declaration:‘Disregard and contempt for human 
rights have resulted in barbarous acts which have outraged the conscience 
of mankind, it declaims. But this has not always been so. Medieval 
Christian theology celebrated what was hierarchical in nature and thus it 
fostered inequality within the order of things. The Protestant Reformation 
had deeply authoritarian features to it. Luther’s spiritual equality with 
other Christian believers did not extend to non-Christians and did not
challenge the political and social order. There is an entire tradition in 
western political and moral thought which decries individual human 
rights and fears them as undermining collective rights and the sense
of community, and as being a source of alienation. The most powerful 
critique of the modern notion of human rights came from the most signif
icant religious institution in the West: the Catholic church. It was not until 
the Second Vatican Council of 1965 that the church finally made its
guarded peace with the modem human rights movement. Until that time, 
religious freedom was a mortal sin in Catholic theology, and freedom of 
expression was a license to disorder and chaos. The issue of ‘reproductive 
rights’ - an dement in the panoply of human rights — continues to be hotly 
disputed by the Cathoik church.

Modem human rights are situated in a post-traditional society, a society 
divorced from its roots in the ethics of religion or philosophy. Such rights 
are not so much a feature of western civilization as a natural concomitant
of the development and progress of modern, technology-based and 
market-driven societies. Human rights are an aspect of the political debate 
and can be subject to variations and change. They axe given a concrete 
reality by laws and institutions, none of which has any overarching ethical 
framework Whatever stands in the way of the adoption of human rights 
as the hallmark of this post-modern society is considered irrelevant or, 
worse, an obstacle to be ignored or removed. Human rights become de- 
traditionalized'. The conditional recognition of human rights by the 
Catholic church Jor example, is in practice irrelevant. The church’s ethical 
arguments against abortions carry no weight in the political debate on 
reproductive rights. There are many countries with a Catholic majority 
which pay no heed to the Church’s rulings in these matters, especially in
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Europe. Islam, of course, is twice damned. Not only are its ethical argu
ments ignored entirely, but it is seen as a positively retrograde force in so 
far as it declines to participate in the post-modern order. This argument 
has been frequently employed by ‘progressive’ figures in Europe who deni
grate Islam, associating it with a pre-modern world view which has no 
place in Europe. Their reasoning has gained currency as Europe wrestles 
with the implications of multiculturalism and its perceived failure in inte
grating Muslims into wider European society.

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, in spite of misgivings 
about its provenance, was a praiseworthy project in many ways. It set stan
dards which would later confront the world of Islam with a definition of 
universal rights, which might in turn conflict with Islam’s own possible 
interpretations of human rights. Some of the articles of the declaration 
were loaded, and appeared to have been primed to elicit a negative 
response from Islam. Article 18 is a case in point.4 It affirmed the freedom 
not only to choose one’s faith but also to change it. It was introduced 
specifically by Charles Malik, who knew very well that an act of renuncia
tion of Islam by a bom or converted Muslim would have problematic
consequences.

The declaration’s effectiveness during the cold war was limited, in spite 
of the frequent appeal to its principles by organizations such as Helsinki 
Watch, which monitored the Soviet bloc’s human rights record. It mainly 
stayed dormant throughout the cold war years, but sprang to life again in 
the 1980s as the Soviet Union began to lose its grip over its east European 
satellites.

In the intervening period, Muslim states had paid scant attention or 
respect to the idea of human rights, having being lulled into a false sense 
of security by the certainties of the cold war. From the Arab world’s ubiq
uitous Mukhabarat to the shah’s SAVAK, the secret police apparatuses 
which kept most Muslim leaders in power were deeply complicit in illegal 
killings, deportations, kidnappings and torture. Their human rights 
abuses went unnoticed in the confrontation between the Soviet bloc and 
the West.

It was only after the demise of the Soviet bloc that the Muslim countries 
began to notice the fact that they had unwittingly signed on to a document 
whose underlying principles they may not have fully shared. The declara
tion, and the phenomenal growth of the human rights movement in the 
1990s, began to focus the spotlight on Muslim countries and their 
appalling human rights record. In 1990 Muslim leaders convened in Cairo

^produced an alternative Islamic version of human rights. This became 
as the Cairo Declaration on Human Rights. It was officially 

adopted in 2000 by all the countries of the Organisation of the Islamic 
Conference. The spirit of the Cairo Declaration is fundamentally different 
from that of the Universal Declaration. It firmly sets the Islamic under
standing of human rights in terms of the Quran and of the Sharia. Human 
rights derive from the dignity conferred to Man by God’s ascription of 
vice-regency to Man, and the Sharia is the fundamental basis for under
standing and interpreting these rights.

Human Rights in Islam

Human rights and their universal application are rightly seen as a defining 
challenge to the principles of Islamic life and civilization. The issue is now 
highly politicized, especially with the rise of Islamophobia in Europe, the 
outcries over the imposition of the Sharia and the war on terror, which — 
wittingly or otherwise - has conflated the entities ‘Islam’ with ‘violence’ in 
the minds of millions of people. Human rights have become an either/or 
issue: either Islam accepts the universality of the rights embodied in the 
UN Declaration and subordinates its own ethical foundations to it, or 
it opts out and charts its own way of formalizing human rights in Islam. 
The collapse of the Soviet bloc and its half-hearted attempts to present 
economic and social rights as an alternative axis for a human rights 
doctrine gave a huge fillip to the universality of the concepts underpinning 
the 1948 UN Dedaration. Nearly all the European states of the former 
Soviet empire signed on to the dominant West-inspired human rights 
movement

Many people in the Islamic world see the human rights movement as 
the thin edge of the wedge: under the influence of human rights the 
building blocks of the Islamic world view would be gradually dissembled. 
This suspicion is behind the attempt to articulate an independent Islamic 
doctrine of human rights.5 Although the authors of the Cairo Declaration 
may not have realized it at the time, the formulations used in the docu
ment were very much derived from modem preconceptions, garbed in the 
language of die Sharia. Rights in Islam had previously been formulated in 
terms of duties and obligations of people to each other: to those in 
authority over diem, to those subordinate to them, and, above all, to God. 
Whatever rights human beings have are thus the outcome of individuals 
and societies fulfilling their duties and responsibilities to each other. There
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are a few rights which are explicitly recognized as such in the Quran - 
parental rights over children, for example - but most rights are in the 
nature of obligations. The rights of God over Man are met through acts of 
worship and devotion. The right to work exists because human beings 
have a duty to work and strive to improve their lot; the right to free expres
sion exists because man has a duty to seek the truth and its fulfilment 
Even in matters which are not on the surface contentious - such as the
right to justice - the ‘right* arises in consequence of the fact that others - 
the state, the judiciary, or those in power - have not fulfilled their duty to 
provide or dispense justice.

So rights are attached to a nexus of obligations, responsibilities and 
duties. This is the heart of Islam’s perspective on rights. Unfortunately, this 
is barely discernable in the Cairo Declaration. Clearly, the notion that 
fulfilling duties and obligations is at the core of being human is deeply 
antithetical to the modern individualist sensibility. It smacks too much 
of authoritarian states and institutions, of inflexible and burdensome reli
gious duties, of the shacklin •J of the Promethean spirit of man by a chain
of do’s and don’ts. But if all these have created an inheritance which
is now being rejected by the modern western imagination, as it seems 
to be, there is no compelling reason why Islam should follow the same 
trajectory. Where will the human rights movement ultimately stop, in 
its endeavour to remove all restrictions and curbs on the individual? The 
right to life may become diluted, in time, by utilitarian and ‘ethical’ calls 
for euthanasia. The destruction of the family as the fundamental building
block of all societies, or of the institution of marriage, is well under way.

One cannot and one should not expect that such proposals, which 
might be deemed ‘desirable’ in the context of the enlargement of indi
vidual human rights, are automatically adopted by cultures which do not 
subscribe to the same assumptions. The Cairo Declaration is severely defi
cient because its drafters did not convincingly address the need to define
human rights in terms of Islam’s own spiritual and metaphysical frame
work. As with so many other attempts to offer an Islamic gloss on global
issues, the Cairo Declaration is simply not particularly rooted in the 
Islamic experience or in any deep understanding of the issues at stake. It is 
an inadequate response to a dominant paradigm and it suffers the same 
fate as other Tslamic’ responses to whatever challenges the modern world 
hurls at Muslims.

Nevertheless, no matter how one takes the issue of human and social 
rights and duties, the Islamic world has been woefully poor in meeting its
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oWn standards of human rights. What is more galling is that, while there 
are numerous governmental and non-governmental agencies in the 
vtestem world that monitor human rights abuses, the Muslim world has 
n0 organization or group of any consequence that does the same. The 
human rights movement, which played a large part in galvanizing and 
supporting the east European revolutions of the 1980s, had based its moral 
and legal authority on the human rights conventions of the UN.6 There are 
few groups whose function is to ensure that Muslim countries which have 
signed up the Cairo Declaration actually meet its stipulations. There are 
any number of human rights activists in the Muslim world who are 
connected with the global human rights movement and monitor human 
rights abuses in the context of the UN declarations and conventions. The 
abuses in the Muslim world are monitored and exposed by local chapters 
of international organizations such as Human Rights Watch or Amnesty 
International. However, the very few Muslim human rights groups that 
are built explicitly around ideals of an alternative Islamic human rights 
doctrine have been singularly ineffective in exposing abuses in Muslim 
lands.7 Their credibility is often compromized by their connections to 
national governments and agencies. When real human rights abuses 
involving Muslim states axe uncovered by western-oriented human rights 
activists or oganizations, they are often either ignored or denounced as 
examples of nefarious plotting by groups determined to undermine Islam. 
Gase upon case is uncovered, ranging from the persecution of minorities 
such as the Ahmadis of Pakistan or the Baha’is of Iran to the stoning of 
purported adulteresses in Nigeria and the amputation of criminals’ hands 
in the Sudan. The unrelenting pressures released on Muslim countries and 
on individual Muslims by the tonent of allegations of human rights 
abuses go a long way to explain Muslim sensitivities to the claims of the 
universal validity of human rights nomas. But this in no way justifies the 
general indifference shown by Muslims to the actual abuses going on right 
under their noses.

These are legion, and are a real challenge to the significance of the Cairo 
Declaration; their sheer number makes them difficult to tackle. The 
Cairo Declaration decries genocide, but one of the OIC member countries, 
Saddam’s Iraq, has only recently massacred its Kurdish population. Article 3 
of the Cairo Declaration, which sets the principles of warfare, has been 
flagrantly ignored in most of the wars involving OIC member countries, for 
instance the Somali and Afghan civil wars and the war in the south of the 
Sudan Articles dealing with torture and the inviolability of the individual

•J
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are routinely ignored when Muslim states feel under threat. The indiscrim
inate slaughter of civilians by the state security apparatus of Algeria in the 
1990s civil conflict is a case in point, as are the measures deployed by the 
Egyptian government to combat militant Islamism in the same period. 
Article 20 bans torture and arrest without due cause and process, but torture 
and abuse of prisoners are common practices in the authoritarian states of 
the OIC, which includes nearly all the Arab countries. Article 6 guarantees 
the dignity of womankind, only to see its stipulations flouted by innumer
able cases where women have been treated in a degrading and cruel manner 
on account of local tribal or social customs. Article 7 guarantees the rights 
of children. Abused, abandoned and mistreated children - let alone the
widespread use of child labour - are a common feature of Muslim countries 
such as Bangladesh, Egypt and Pakistan. Article 8 guarantees the right to 
justice. Muslim countries have probably some of the worst judicial systems, 
where corrupt judges, overloaded courts, cumbersome and unfathomable 
legal systems conspire to undermine one of Islamic civilization’s key props: 
the delivery of fair and speedy justice by incorruptible judges with real 
authority. The list goes on. Nearly every aspect of the Cairo Declaration is 
discounted in practice; there is no effective mechanism, either governmental 
or that generated by civil society networks, to monitor and ensure compli
ance with its terms.

Critics of a specifically Islamic doctrine of human rights focus on the 
‘out’ clause - namely the Sharia. Articles 24 and 25 of the Cairo 
Declaration specifically give the Sharia the overriding legal and moral 
authority to determine the definitions of the categories and of human 
rights. The implication is that the Sharia does not see eye-to-eye on 
human rights issues with the universal codes adopted by the UN and other 
international conventions. So it becomes impossible to achieve a univer
sally acknowledged set of standards and rules for human rights to which 
all nations must adhere, and Islamic countries are afforded an opt-out
from these agreements. But this, by itself, engenders a circular argument; 
it leads either to a cultural relativism whereby each civilization is entitled
to its own standards of human rights, or to the imposition of a supposedly 
universal standard of human rights on all cultures. The main issue, as far
as Muslims should be concerned, is the real status of human beings in the 
Islamic world and the problem of whether their rights, no matter how 
derived, are abused or ignored.

Whether the Sharia will always veer towards the same definition of 
human rights as the liberal democracies is an interesting issue. In the

^jority of instances it does, and Muslim countries should be held 
aCC0Untable for their human rights record under these specifically Islamic 
^es. Where they might not, there are still ample opportunities to discuss 
and probe the limits of the Sharia as it relates to the rights and duties of 
mankind. However, the debate over cultural relativism and the universality 
of human rights breeds a hostile defensiveness on the part of Muslims. 
They are asked to jettison a foundation of their world view in order to 
conform to a universal code to which they feel they have little to 
contribute. This drives many Muslim states towards proposing a review of 
the Universal Declaration.8

The defence of an Islamic norm for human rights is often hypocritical. 
The rhetoric of an Islamic basis for human rights frequently camouflages 
a cavalier disregard for the very Islamic values that the countries in ques
tion purport to promote. Muslims’ confidence in their own capacity to 
address the issue of human rights would be immeasurably boosted if the 
human rights record of the Islamic world were to live up to Islam’s own 
codes of practice. It is hopeless for Muslim countries to rail against a 
western conspiracy to undermine Islam by imposing western standards of 
human rights, if the human rights record in Muslim countries is dreadful. 
Muslims must denounce abuses, demand the abandonment of unaccept
able conduct, and confront governments with their human rights record — 
framed, where possible, within the ethical norms of Islam. Governments 
will then find it more difficult to disguise their abusive behaviour by using 
cultural norms or traditional customs as their justification; they will be 
unable to reject criticism with a blanket condemnation of human rights 
codes as a western invention.

Freedom of Expression

A valid and effective Islamic version of human rights would not only 
serve the interests of Muslims, but might introduce a needed balance to 
the global human rights movement. The balance between freedom of 
expression and incitement, for example, is tilting dangerously towards 
license. If this is the general direction of unlimited freedom of speech, then 
an Islamic view, which places weight on responsibility and accountability 
for what one may say, might be a cure. This is, of course, one of the more 
contentious issues, and it has driven a wedge between liberals in the West 
and Islam. At heart, the dispute is about whether freedom of expression is 
absolute: a right which emanates from the dignity of being human and
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which should be restrained only in extreme conditions, for instance, war. 
This is certainly the position of the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights and one can follow its subsequent unfolding in modern liberal soci
eties of the West. When Muslims and Muslim states are judged by these 
standards, they are seen to be wanting. Their response is usually expressed 
in the language of authoritarianism - the state, or religion, must not be 
undermined by irresponsible statements and declarations - but hardly 
ever in terms of their adherence to Islam’s own understanding of freedom 
of expression. A return to first principles would help here; the roots of 
freedom of expression in Islam must be discovered and elaborated upon 
in a systematic and consistent manner. Such a process would be connected 
to the contemporary definition of the phrase ‘freedom of expression’ and 
not to one derived from the limited (and possibly different) meaning it 
had in earlier times.

This ijtihad (independent reasoning to achieve valid juridical conclu
sions) must therefore be rigorous in scholarly terms as well as fully aware 
of the moral, political and even metaphysical meanings attached to this 
particular freedom in modern times. Too often the ‘universal’ definition is 
taken for granted, and then reformers seek to find the justification for it, a 
posteriori, in Islamic jurisprudence. The results are then hotly disputed 
among more traditional scholars, who reject them on the grounds of their 
being unacceptable innovations or pandering to western definitions. The 
alternative route is also fraught with problems. Traditional scholars draw 
on history, precedent and analogy to interpolate the meaning of freedom 
of expression, and produce rigid and narrow definitions which do not fit 
with the modern, broader significance of the concept.

The right of the human being to freedom of expression does not derive 
in Islam solely from the person’s inherent dignity, which would entitle the 
man or woman to this right. There is also the matter of purpose. What is 
the purpose of the right to free expression if that right does not seek to
find or to advance the cause of truth, Islam would ask? The Quran is
replete with references to Haqq - the Truth - and in fact this is one of the 
attributes of God. This, the purposeful stance of the fully empowered 
being, is what stands at the heart of freedom of expression. Of course, 
democratic ideas of freedom of expression were also imbued with the 
notion of truth, but this aspect of the matter has been whittled away over 
the past few decades.

It is not that freedom of expression is absolute in liberal democracies. It 
is not. There are specific legal Emits - for instance regarding the denial of 

ihe Holocaust (which is considered a crime) or on malicious slander — but 
most of these have been removed as the definition of freedom of expres
sion has expanded. The scope of obscenity charges, for example, has been 
drastically restricted in the past decades. However, non-legal constraints 
on the freedom of expression continue to hold, being prompted mainly by 
what public opinion determines to be the limits of free expression. While 
io the past these limits may have owed a lot to religious or moral scruples, 
today they are more influenced by the media and ‘opinion leaders’ in 
society. Attacks on people on grounds of race and ethnicity are deemed 
unacceptable-and even criminalized in certain countries—but not attacks 
on grounds of religion. An individual is deemed to have chosen his or her 
religion, but not his or her ethnicity or race.

The attacks on Islam have come from a variety of sources, but many are 
in one way or another related to the issue of freedom of expression in 
Islam. The Rushdie Affair, for example, in the end came down to a clash 
between the advocates of unrestricted freedom of expression and Islamic 
notions of blasphemy. (Politically, of course, the Rushdie affair had far 
more to do with the disorientation and marginalization of recent migrants 
to the UK and with the intense, almost blind, hatred which Certain
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members of die West’s intellectual elites have for Islam.) The Rushdie 
Affair was only the progenitor to a rash of similar confrontations which 
took place, mainly in western Europe, between Muslims and the advocates 
of absolute free expression. The Danish cartoons controversy and the 
murder of the Dutch film-maker Theo van Gogh simply confirmed to the 
West the censorious and repressive features of Islam. Muslims, of course, 
wit differently-as a calculated, gratuitous attack on the faith of a deeply 
disadvantaged and politically weak minority, and an attack designed to 
humiliate and incite.

There is probably little common ground between absolute freedom of 
expression and desirable limits of free expression in Islam. ‘Political 
correctness’ in the western world plays a decisive role in limiting the 
freedom of expression among the intelligentsia. It is partly borne out of 
guilt: guilt about the horrors of the Holocaust, which were mainly ignored 
or acquiesced to by a substantial number of people (including intellec
tuals) during the 193Qs and in wartime Europe, and guilt about the under
current of latisim which was part and parcel of colonial projects. The 
utent of the awareness and complicity of Europeans, both in western and 
in eastern Europe, in the decimation of their Jewish and gypsy co- ci t i zen s 
during the Second Worid War has only recently come to light- In most of
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the western world, Holocaust denial and overt racism have become crimi
nalized, and anti-Semitism is no longer publicly tolerated in any form. 
But this sentiment does not quite apply to Islam. For example, a bill 
proposed by the British government in 2004, which intended to crimi
nalize incitement to religious hatred and was mainly aimed at preventing 
Islamophobic behaviour, was watered down and finally dropped. It faced 
a chorus of protests from across the whole political spectrum, most of 
them couched in convoluted arguments about why freedom of speech 
should not be constrained by religious sensibilities. It was clear that the 
attempt to give Muslims in Britain some legal cover against violent acts or 
speech which targeted them as Muslims had no appeal, especially for 
opinion leaders, politicians and intellectuals.9 Freedom of speech is in fact 
constrained in many instances in the West; but Muslims see the insistence 
on an absolute right to freedom of speech on the part of those who target 
them or their faith.

^.Islamic literature is full of irreverent and satirical poets, who carica- 
rulers and the high and mighty. Some in fact carried their license 

•^to dangerous territory. The blind medieval poet Abu 'Aala al-Maari, for 
gafiiple, went so far as to denounce religion and all that was sacred in 
Islam. The Hajj was a pagan institution; religion, including Islam, was for 
leaves or fooVDo not suppose the statements of the prophets to be true; 
they are all fabrications. Men lived comfortably till they came and spoiled 
lift. The saaed books are only such a set of idle tales as any age could have 
and indeed did actually produce? he wrote. Elsewhere al-Maari declared:

Falsehood has anrupted oil the world
That wangling sects each others gospel chide 
But wfere not hate Mans natural element
Churches and masques had risen side by side}1

Islam not only respects but also demands freedom of expression. The 
Quranic injunction to ‘enjoin the good and shun the evil’ is impossible to act 
upon if human beings are not allowed to speak and act freely. But the 
concept of hisbah, which embodies this injunction, has been perverted over 
time. It is now associated with the notorious moral police of some Muslim 
countries who take it upon themselves to ensure that Muslims conform to 
the supposedly Sharia-ordained outer norms of conduct, such as ensuring 
that couples who appear together in public are related or legally married, 
or that women are wearing the appropriate articles of clothing. In an erudite 
and comprehensive work, Freedom of Expression in Islam, the Afghan scholar 
Muhammad Hashim Kamali sets out specific principles from which an 
entire doctrine of free speech can be derived.10 These principles are derived 
from the fact that many actions which are deemed praiseworthy in Islam 
can only be undertaken if one has the ability to express oneself freely. These 
include the proffering of sincere advice (Nasihah); the need to consult 
(Shura); personal reasoning; the freedom to criticize; the freedom to express 
an opinion; the freedom of association; and the freedom of religion.

These rights are not absolute. They are constrained both morally and 
legally. The moral constraints on freedom of expression are found in all 
the great religions. They are built-in safeguards that prevent injustice, 
abuse and strife. Back-biting, slander, ridicule and exposing the weak
nesses of others are all exhortations that carry no legal but only a moral 
compunction. The arts of comedy or satire might suffer if such compunc
tions are carried to extremes, but Islam would not specifically restrict

He even challenged the literary merit of the Quran by claimin g he could 
equal it in his poetry. (But, although he indeed produced a parody of the 
Quran, he did admit to its literary inferiority.) Al-Maari was not a hermit 
or a reduse so that his rank impieties and heresies would not have gone 
unnoticed. He lived to be eighty-four, and, according to the traveller and 
feHow pod Nasir-i Khusraw, who visited him at his home town, he was 
ray rich, revered by the townsfolk, and had over two hundred students 
wboome to attend his lectures on literature and poetry.12

Mat d-Maari and scores of other libertines and free-thinkers in Islam 
bad dome was to exercise their freedom of opinion, unrestrained by any 
moral compunction or special fealty to Islam. They were not punished — 
is that cuntemporaries in medieval Christianity would certainly have 
bren-w were they socially censored or ostracized. Personal unbelief and 
wen mockery of the faith may have been reprehensible, but formed an 
imufani basis to condemn and punish the violators. However, there are 
ipedfic instances where the Sharia calls for legal restraint and in this sense 
it cm be said to limit the freedom of expression. Some of these restraints, 
far iffistonce;, malicious slander or libel, would be recognizable in modern 
vesem societies. Others such as blasphemy are hold-overs of laws on the 
ttte talks in some western countries and are not enforced in the 
praertt time. Speech or action which encourages fitnah (sedition and 
cBEip^) against legally constituted authority is a punishable offence. It 

w different from sanctioning those who conspire to overturn or 
cndenmiffthelegalarderinany democratic state.
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The modern Muslim state has ignored the wide latitude given in Islam to 
the exercise of freedom of expression. But this is more to do with the struc
tures of authoritarian states and governments than with Islam as such. 
Most of these governments attained power in ways which the Sharia would 
condemn: military coup d'&at or assassinations and killings. Most of the 
world sees Muslims and Muslim rulers who flagrantly violate universal 
standards of human rights and freedoms, but does not pause to consider 
whether these violations are in any way allowed or tolerated by Islam. It is 
automatically assumed that because they are perpetrated by Muslims they 
must have the sanction of the religion in whose names these violations are 
often committed or justified. But those who denigrate Islam’s commitment 
to freedom of expression appear to have a strong case in the very special 
and limited issue of the Islamic position on apostasy and blasphemy. This 
is typical of the clash between the values of a secular modernity and a reli
giously inspired world, one which has been relegated to the past in most 
liberal democracies. That blasphemy and apostasy can be considered to be 
crimes is astonishing to most secular-minded people. The idea itself smacks 
of heretics burnt at the stake and of massacres of innocents in religious
wars - a past which is best transcended rather than relived.

However, the easy generalizations about Islam and its attitude to blas
phemy and apostasy are not borne out either by history or by law. 
Although all the major classical Islamic schools of jurisprudence agree that 
the death sentence should be prescribed for both blasphemy and apostasy, 
there is a significant and growing body of dissenting opinion on this 
matter.13 The dissenters base their argument, inter alia, on the explicit
Quranic verse stating that there is no compunction in matters of religion. 
In the early community of Muslims, the acts of blasphemy and apostasy 
had clear political and religious implications. The nearest approximation 
to these provisions in modern times would be high treason. As the nascent 
community of Muslims became established, so did its confidence in its 
survival and growth. Islamic history presents only a few instances where 
people were tried and put to death specifically for these crimes. The scale
of these incidents pales in comparison to that of the European wars of reli
gion, where tens of thousands were put to death for their beliefs.14 The 
rarity of these crimes in Islam may be put down either to fear of retribu
tive Justice or to the fact that the legal authorities preferred to overlook 
such crimes - probably because of a general unwillingness to acknowledge 
that they merited the death sentence, or that they threatened the integrity 
of Islamic society.

In modem times, the issue of blasphemy or apostasy hardly ever mate- 
rtaJites in the Islamic world, and when it does it is often sensationalized by 

western media and treated as a significant issue in Muslim society. It 
does not occur to Islam’s critics that the vast majority of Muslims may not 
^particularly interested in changing their religion or in deriding its tenets 
and its Prophet. A basically theoretical concern about the ’barbarism’ of 
Islam’s apostasy and blasphemy laws has been transposed as a defining 
feature of the civilization. The resources and power of parts of the media 
in the West, and their deliberate targeting of Islam and Muslims, 
frequently overpower any attempt to provide a balanced perspective on 
the matter. Punishments for blasphemy and apostasy are lumped together 
with child brides, women in burqas, the stoning of adulterers, the flogging 
of wine-drinkers, and the execution of homosexuals, to generate a ghastly 
and frightening image of Islam. It may sell newspapers and bring audi
ences to TV channels, but it hardly serves the purpose of truth.

On Balance, Equality and Justice

The issues related to rights and values that are facing Islamic civilization 
are real enough, but they cannot be treated one-dimensionally. It is not 
enough to ‘capitulate’ to the incessant calls for the implementation of 
universal rights, neither is it possible to hide behind an all-too-human 
rendering of the Sharia and claim eternal validity for its rulings. The 
middle ground, if there is one, between an aggressive universalism and a 
defensive parochialism, is also an inadequate end result for what, after 
all, is a set of existential questions. These go to the heart of what Islam 
means and its relationship to the ideas of justice and equality. Whenever 
such issues are raised, the proper course is to return to first principles. For 
example, the landmark decisions of the US Supreme Court in the 1950s 
and 1960s on civil rights drew on basic principles (such as equal protec
tion) inorder to overturn two centuries of racist and discriminatory legis
lation.15 Many of these former laws had been approved by the Supreme 
Court itself in earlier times. The continuation, in the statute books, of such 
a racist and discriminatory legislation threatened to poison the politics of 
the US, and even to destroy its foundations of democracy and the equality 
of its citizens under law. The crisis in Islamic civilization is broader* It 
is not restricted to one or two glaring aspects of abuse that need to be 
overturned or addressed. There is no single authority which could do 
the overturning; in fact there are numerous authorities, some of them
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self-appointed, which claim the right to interpret Islam. This process is 
incremental and may go on for decades before a new paradigm is estab
lished to which most Muslims would subscribe for most of the time.

There are numerous passages in the Quran which discuss the matter of 
the median way, the balance and scale of things. Balance is one of the 
defining features of Islam: balance between the individual and the collective; 
between the physical and spiritual; between the private and the public 
domain; between men and women; between rights and duties. Whether 
Muslims like it or not, the balance inside Islam has been ruptured and the 
civilization has lost its poise. Retreat into a self-enclosed space is not an 
option. An ever-changing world is too demanding and intrusive to allow 
this. The values of modern societies are a constant challenge and refrain to 
Islam, and their main demands have seeped into the public consciousness of 
Muslims. They have to determine whether the values in question are instru
mental to the enhancement of justice and the possibility of living the good 
life. Muslims also have to determine whether these rights are derivable from 

than adopted under pressure or international scrutiny. However, the 
starting point must be whether Muslims actually want these rights for 
themselves, not only because they are sanctioned by jurisprudence but — 
and perhaps more importantly — because they promote justice. The 
concept of 'Adi (justice) is specifically mentioned in many instances in the 
Quran. Justice in Islam is a universal moral truth, and the creation of a just 
order - political as well as religious - ought to be a primary focus of any 
Islamic rule or government. The fact is that Muslim states pay scant atten
tion to Quranic justice and have not developed any body of human rights 
principles which are based on justice. But the establishment of a more just 
society may in fact be the way forward for an evolving Islamic doctrine of 
human rights. The inequality of women in society, for example, violates 
the concept of 'Adi in many fundamental ways. 'Adi can be used to rein
terpret or challenge important rulings which have determined the Islamic 
position on these matters, creating a new Islamic ‘architecture’ of human 
rights. Regardless of whether these rights accord with the rules of inter

the Islamic legacy itself, and at the cost of what modifications and changes. 
Women’s rights, for example, is an issue that will not be explained away 

by reference to the fact that Islam honoured women in the Arabia of 
the seventh century, that women’s rights are enshrined in the Quran, 
or that women dominate the private space in Islamic life. All these facts 
are true, but they bear little relation to the real condition of women in 
Muslim societies and the raw deal they receive under the camouflage of 
the Sharia. Seeking a balance in the male-female relationships in Islam 
requires not only a re-examination of the roots of inequality but also a 
redefinition of the role of men according to the Quran and the Sharia. 
Balance is not a compromise between inequality and equality, but a sepa
rate state which strives for a harmonious, just and stable outcome. In the 
case of women’s rights, not only the women are to observe modesty and 
courtesy in their outer behaviour and inner disposition; men are also 
obliged to do the same. But Muslim societies are mainly patriarchical, 
often reflecting historical tribal values which privilege males over females. 
These values have persisted into modern times, so that the Quranic 
standards of conduct demanded of men, especially in terms of fairness 
to women, are often ignored or flaunted in practice. Women’s rights in 
Islam cannot be enhanced without a parallel insistence that men must also 
adhere to Quranic injunctions concerning their behaviour and conduct.

In the end, Muslims must themselves decide what human rights mean 
in Islam and whether these rights must be affirmed consciously rather

national conventions, it is crucial that they occupy a prominent place in 
the political and moral lives of Muslim societies.
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CHAPTER 9

Wealth and Poverty

church to commercial life and disruptions to the hierarchical feudal order. 
Muslim rulers vied to attract communities of merchants and tradesmen 
t0 their metropolises. ‘We extend this invitation to illustrious personages, 
great merchants desirous of profits, or small retailers,’ stated a thirteenth
century notice to the merchants of the world by the governors of Egypt and 
Syria.2 Great trading cities throughout the world of Islam, from Malacca to 
Surat, from Salonika to Marrakech, were testimonials to Islam’s openness

Civilization and its well-being as well as business prosperity depend on produc
tivity and people's efforts in all directions in their own interest and profit. When 
people no longer do business in order to make a living, and when they cease all 
gainful activity, the business of civilization slumps and everything decays.

Ibn Khaldun, fourteenth-century Muslim philosopher of history.

The contrast between Islam’s self-image as a historical civilization of fabu
lous cities, material prosperity and technical sophistication and the bleak 
impoverishment and backwardness of its present economic realities could 
not have been starker. The arts of commerce and enterprise were honoured 
and celebrated in a religion founded by a Prophet who had been a merchant. 
They centred at first around the mercantile communities of Arabia. Long
distance trade, the commercial partnership, the mutual assurance against 
merchandise losses, even an original form of the bill of exchange, were 
all features of Islamic commerce and trade, well before their appearance 
in medieval Europe. The great historian of the Mediterranean, Fernand 
Braudel, emphatically attributes nearly all the major innovations of modern 
commercial life not to the medieval Italian city-states, but to the world 
of Islam. ‘To admit the existence of these borrowings [from Islam] means 
turning one’s back on traditional accounts of the history of the West as 
pioneering genius, spontaneous inventor, journeying alone along the road 
towards scientific and technical rationality.’1

The vigour of Islamic trade and the relative prestige of its merchants and 
artisan classes compared favourably with the general hostility of the medieval

led by over ‘35,000’ camels - a vigorous artisan culture built around craft 
guilds, all bespoke of an active economic life with many of the very same 
features that would later mark the rise of capitalist enterprise in the West. 
This whole magnificent panorama began to crumble precipitously within a 
tew centuries of the modem era. European travellers seeking the fabled cities 
of Islam - Timbuktu, Samarkand, Golconda - found decrepit, filthy cities 
populated by an impoverished mass of abused people. By the time Napoleon 
had landed in Egypt in 1798, the Egyptians no longer had a use for the 
wheel.3 They relied entirely on beasts of burden and animal transport.

Islam and Economic Decline

The relative decline in Muslim living standards has been unrelenting 
ever since 1798, and perhaps has accelerated in recent times, while hitherto 
laggard countries such as China and India have forged ahead in the 
economic race. What used to be reviled as the ‘Hindu rate of growth’ —
a condition that appeared to afflict the centrally planned, overregulated 
and low-growth economy of post-independence India — now applies to 
Muslims. If the oil producing countries of the Muslim world are taken out 
of the equation, the decline would be even more pronounced. By some 
measure, Muslim countries generate only 6 per cent of the world’s wealth, 
while accounting for nearly 22 per cent of its population.4 However, to 
jump to the conclusion that somehow‘Islam’ is responsible for this laggard
ness is patently absurd.5 The geographic spread and variety of countries 
represented under the rubric ‘Islamic country’ is simply too broad to allow 
for a meaningful comparison with other control groups of countries. 
Muslim and non-Muslim countries in the same geographic zone do not 
show much variance in terms of their income per capita or of their levels of 
economic development. Thus Pakistan’s GDP per capita is not too different 
from that of India; Malaysia’s statistics in this regard are in fact better 
than Thailand’s; Turkey outpaces any number of Balkan countries; even in
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Africa, majority Muslim countries such as Senegal are as well off (or as 
badly off) as their non-Muslim neighbours. The issue is not whether Islam 
is a factor in the economic growth of countries. The evidence is clear that, 
in determining the performance of Muslim countries, one must look for 
other elements than the fact that they are Muslim. In fact Muslim countries 
perform better than non-Muslim countries of the same geographic zone in 
a wide array of other human development indices. For example, population 
growth in Indonesia, the largest Muslim country, at 2.6 births per woman 
is now well below that of the Philippines or India. Female infanticide - 
that is, selective abortions designed to dispose of female foetuses - is far 
more prevalent in the growth economies of China and India than in the
supposedly misogynist world of Islam. Geography and the condition of 
neighbouring countries continue to be far better indicators of a country’s 
economic performance than the religious affiliations of its people.6

But this has not stopped Islam’s detractors from seeing its ‘deadening* 
hand behind the poverty and backwardness of Muslim societies. The 
‘reasons’ for poor performance include Islam’s prohibitions on interest 
and the poor levels of economic participation of women in Muslim 
societies - which would supposedly be due to the built-in patriarchy of 
Muslim societies. Then a type of intellectual pincer determines the argu
ment. On the one hand, Muslim societies are no different from other 
developing countries and should be subject to the same rules of social and 
economic analysis. There is no Muslim ‘exceptionalism’, and therefore no 
reason why one should seek an Islamic path to human improvement and 
felicity. On the other hand, there persists the argument that there is some
thing peculiar to Islam that must be reformed or eliminated if Muslim 
societies are to progress. This argument in fact plays on the theories which 
make Islam - as an ideology - hostile to the underlying premises of a 
dynamic world market. Thus globalization and the possibility of nations 
emerging out of poverty are made subject to the adoption of an intercon
nected set of economic, commercial, financial and governmental policies
which are firmly derived from the western experience.

Obviously, this is not the case for countries in East Asia and China
which have openly flaunted these nostrums to achieve their own economic 
break-outs. Instead, such economic policy prescriptions are foisted on the 
remaining countries which, for a variety of reasons related to their endemic 
weaknesses and scarcity of resources, are obliged to listen and to act on 
this advice or face the (often unforgiving) consequences. In fact Islam does 
have the potential to generate an entirely different strategy for economic

development and growth, and not one that necessarily stands in opposition 
t0 the preying paradigms. The academic Charles Tripp has called such an 
Islamic framework the ‘moral economy5, emphasizing Islam’s concern with 
fte ethical dimensions of economic and financial activity.7 But the process 
of building the scaffolding for a new political economy has not even started. 
Some experiments which began with great promise — such as the idea of 
m Islamic finance - have been grotesquely distorted and turned into carica
tures. Their creative potential has been destroyed through serial accommo
dations to the demands of international finance and the profit-maximizing
owners and managers of the so-called Islamic banks.

Islam has never developed a separate theory of political or moral 
economy in the way that economic science and analysis have evolved in the 
western tradition. There are few thinkers in Islam who have ever discussed
economic matters as a separate discipline. The western tradition of writing 
economics, from Adam Smith to Malthus, Ricardo, Mill and into modem
times, simply has no equivalent in the realm of Islam. Islamic economics 
are embedded in the broader framework of the jurisprudence of transac
tions and in the scholasticism of the moral philosophers and theologians
of Islam. None of the key concepts of economic thought — markets, the 
nature of value, productivity, utility, efficiency, growth, to name just a few — 
exists with the same definition, or even broad meaning. The Sharia did not
leave much room for economics. Wherever the issues of prosperity of the 
comeranity or welfare of the common person were discussed, this was part
of the same tradition of exhortatory writings to the ruler about the value
of a sound currency, about fairness in dealings and about the risks of 
punitive taxation. Otherwise it was assumed that people were ordained to 
conduct their business affairs and transactions within the bounds of the
Sharia and its detailed norms concerning the permissible and the lawful 
in economic conduct and behaviour.

The moral underpinnings and purposes of economic and trade regula
tions in the traditional Islamic order were accompanied by a massive legacy 
of detailed rulings on the fundamentals of economic rights and duties, as 
well as on the nature and scope of business contracts and commercial deal
ings. This legacy extended to a detailed and sophisticated treatment of 
almost all aspects of economic activity, incluffing the permissible role of the 
ruler as regulator and protector of the public interest, as enforcer of stan
dards and measurements and as overseer of the public markets? The nexus 
of the Islamic economic order did not operate in a legislative and regu
latory vacuum but through a highly developed and effective system of
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laws, institutions and practices administered by judges and public officials. 
Nevertheless, the broad sweep of Islamic business and economic regula
tions could not prevent the decay of the economic life of Muslims or the 
gradual erosion of the Islamic commonweal; as in most other realms, the 
two were conflated. The decline in Muslim economic and technological 
power was coupled with the prevalence of the ‘pre-modern’ mind-set of 
Sharia law, so that reform (or, more often, disregard) of the Sharia became
a precondition for the modernization of economies. An entire world of 
economic opportunities then becomes possible.

Modem economic and business institutions were imported wholesale, 
from the limited liability company to the interest-based unit which charac
terizes the world of modem banking and insurance. Foreign rules which 
allowed for these institutions to exist in Islam became the law of the
land. Swiss commercial codes, British company acts, French banking ordi
nances all supplanted the Sharia, and an entirely new judicial system accom
panied them which could interpret and render judgement according to the 
new commercial rules. With the new economic horizons came new risks,
including borrowing at unsustainable rates and levels. The massive indebt
edness of the Ottomans and Egypt to foreign bankers and creditors in the 
latter part of the nineteenth century culminated in spectacular bankrupt
cies, which handed the management of these countries’ economic affairs to 
foreigners.9 Capitalist enterprise in the Muslim world rapidly evolved during 
the colonial period and supplanted the traditional forms of trade and the 
merchants’ organization. Craftsmen were displaced by modern industrial 
production; self-financing or collective financing was displaced by banking 
loans and credits; paper currency replaced bullion-backed money. In the 
process, the Sharia’s ability to regulate economic life and transactions 
became a distant and irrelevant memory. In any case, the Sharia itself had 
long been disconnected from the administration of Muslim lands.

As Muslim countries emerged from foreign tutelage in the post-Second 
World War era, nearly all of them were poor and economically backward, 
but then so were many other countries which had no connection with Islam 
but which would later evolve into economic giants. Korea and Taiwan in 
the 1950s had lower per capita incomes than many Muslim countries of 
the Middle East. Colonial authorities often bequeathed good administra
tion and infrastructure to newly independent majority Muslim states.10 It 
was not Islam but appalling misrule, maladministration and injustices that 
dogged Muslim countries and pushed them to the lower rungs of develop
ment. The abysmal quality of government, the high levels of corruption and

influence peddling, the abuse of public office, the capricious and arbitrary 
rulings of the authorities, unfair and unsustainable burdens of taxation — all 
these conspired to ensure the stagnation and impoverishment of Muslim 
countries. But the same judgement could also be applied to any number of 
non-lslamic countries of the developing world.

Globalization and the Islamic Economy

The increasing pace of globalization and the supposed connection of Islamic 
radicalism to impoverishment and backwardness in Muslim countries have 
reopened the debate on the future of the Islamic economy. The various 
‘consensuses’ which have driven western economic policy prescriptions over 
the past two decades, ever since the fall of the Soviet bloc, have had their 
advocates in the Muslim countries. It has become almost an article of faith
that the eradication of poverty, improvement in levels of income and the 
provision of employment opportunities are predicated on the integration 
of the Muslim world into the global economy. The ‘universalization’ of 
economic values, such as market values, is part of the same process pushing 
for the global prevalence of democratic politics and liberal freedoms. Once 
again, an idealized experience - for example the efficiency of unfettered 
markets - is shorn of its more uncomfortable manifestations and is then
presented as a set of necessary policy reforms and initiatives essential to the 
achievement of prosperity. These very proposals are hardly uncontroversial, 
even in the West itself, but they assume a measure of finality as they achieve 
the status of conventional wisdom or ‘best international practice’.

There is an obvious agenda behind proposed economic strategies. The 
notion of free markets, property rights, the rule of law, competition, limited 
state interference, good ‘governance’, have become integral to the idea of a 
dynamic economy. It is assumed, almost in the same breath, that no soci
eties other than liberal democracies have been able to generate these neces
sarypreconditions. This basically eliminates the possibility of similar initial 
conditions being generated in different forms in non-western societies. The
anti-globalization rhetoric that has emerged to challenge the prevailing
orthodoxy also suffers from the same ailment - namely the imperative to
dominate the agenda and to set the alternative vision. Thus the critics of 
globalization turn to the evidence of growing inequality, unequal trade 
relations, financial market turbulence and panics, powerful but unaccount
able transnational corporations and weakening and decrepit states in order 
to damn the march of the integrated global economy.
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Islam is par excellence a civilization bound by its adherence to law - albeit 
Sharia law. The idea of the rule of law does not seem, however, to apply to the 
rule of the Sharia. None of the champions of the rule of law as an essential 
component of a successful economy would ever extend its definition to 
include Islamic law. Thus a society bound by Sharia law is not, on this reck
oning, a society which respects the rule of law as understood in the West or 
by secularists of the Muslim world. Excluding Islamic law from the constella
tion of ‘acceptable’ laws automatically eliminates the possibility that Islamic 
countries can reconstruct their economic relations on the basis of Islamic law
rather than on the conventional understanding of law. Islam’s views on prop
erty rights, individual ownership, regulations of the marketplace and so on, 
become an irrelevance or, worse, a part of the conspiracy to revive ‘medieval’ 
laws and institutions. Similarly, the idea of the market is strictly derived from 
the almost sacred and wondrous market of the ‘invisible’ hand worshipped 
by the advocates of globalization. The underpinnings of functioning markets 
are automatically assumed to be limited to the experience of the western 
world. Only these markets are able to generate mutual trust, openness and 
transparency and a fair and level element of competition so as to ensure 
their own proper functioning. Enlightened self-interest manifested through 
individuals and corporations is assumed to lead to the desired social end 
Of maximizing output and incomes. Market failures and manipulations, 
monopolistic practices and the periodic financial panic and bank runs 
which grip markets are aberrations which do not shake the confidence 
placed in the ‘creed’ of the market in any way.

The global financial crisis of2008, for example, has involved massive state 
interventions to stablize the world financial system in an ongoing process 
that will ultimately cost the taxpayers hundred of billions, even trillions, of 
dollars. Commercial and investment banks, brokerage houses, mortgage 
providers, insurance companies, consumer credit firms, and all manner of 
other financial firms have fallen across the world like nine pins. The system 
has been nearly brought to its knees by irresponsible, deceptive and outra
geously greedy practices of bankers and senior executives of financial 
companies. But apart from sanctimonious calls about the need for greater 
regulation and oversight, there has been little or no questioning of the 
underlying assumptions of the liberal market order. In fact, the opposite is 
true. Leaders of the major western economic powers, worried lest the crisis 
might give rise for calls for a rethink of the free market policies that have 
dominated the world since the fall of the Soviet empire, have reaffirmed 
their commitment to liberal capitalism. They have striven to nip in the bud
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any call for a serious reordering of the global monetary and financial 
systems. The Islamic world, true to form, sits mutely by as the crisis laps on 
its shores, and few have seen it as an opportunity to examine, let alone halt, 
the rush to duplicate the elements of a financial system that is prone to such 
extreme swings. The possibility that the financial crisis gripping the world 
could be used to advance the principles of a new economic and financial 
model for the Muslim world is therefore unlikely to materialize.

Well meaning Muslims have to contend with an uncomfortable reality 
when they are confronted with the system of modern economics, business 
and finance. Economic theory and policy is driven by western social 
science, and the rules and practices of modem business and finance derive 
entirely from the western system. This is why an Islamic critique of the 
system always appears to be hopelessly archaic or cranky. In this sense, the 
nascent ‘discipline’ that passes for Islamic economics has suffered from 
two incurable ailments. The first is that its original exponents were untu
tored in the ways of the modern world and approached the problem 
mainly through a jurisprudential or moral construct, with little regard for 
the changed circumstances of the world. The second is that they began to 
address these issues well after the supremacy of the western economic 
model became established. In no area has this been more serious than in 
that of riba - usury or interest.

The prohibition on usury is a core teaching of Islam, no matter how the 
matter is dressed up in terms of defining ‘acceptable’ versus ‘usurious’ 
interest rates, Finance (and finance capitalism) is a hugely problematic 
area in Islam, but this did not hinder the very rapid spread of these insti
tutions in Muslim lands. Several ulemas gave enabling rulings to the estab
lishment of interest-based organizations and opened the way for mainly 
foreign-controlled banks to emerge and dominate the economies of 
Muslim states. ‘National’ banks were established everywhere in Muslim 
lands, including the Ottoman Empire and the Qajar state in Iran: the 
Ottoman Bank and the Imperial Bank of Persia were established in the 
late nineteenth century. By the 1920s, local indigenous businessmen had 
already founded banks along conventional lines, sometimes with the tacit 
support of a few of the ulema. The Misr Bank group in Egypt and the 
Rafidain Bank in Iraq were founded with local capital in the 1920s and 
1930s. After the Second World War, there was a rush to form banks in all 
the newly independent Muslim states such as Pakistan, Malaysia, and 
Indonesia, and this trend accelerated in the 1970s with the establishment 
of various‘national’banks in the Gulf countries. One should note that the
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vast majority of these later financial institutions were founded by local 
capitalists, sometimes with government support. They all participated 
enthusiastically in one of the great transgressions of Islam. Banking and 
the formation of banks became the most coveted enterprise in the Middle 
East throughout the various oil booms; even now, the youth in the Gulf 
countries, Saudi Arabia and in fact anywhere in the Muslim world, seeks 
out jobs within the banking sector for prestige, income and security.

Islamic Banking

The failure of Islamic economics and finance, in spite of the billions that 
have been poured into various Islamic financing institutions, especially 
Islamic banks, is symptomatic of the unwillingness to face the issue of the 
nature of legitimate transactions in the context of Islamic rulings, and of 
the yawning chasm between them and what passes for ‘Islamic’ these days. 
This is the core of the problem, and it is not easily resolvable except through 
a drastic overhaul of the institutions, structures, laws and policies antithet
ical to Islam. The Islamic banking movement is a good example of a process 
which became more and more distant from its original premise as the 
movement was obliged to ‘compromise’ with well entrenched interests and 
markets. The Islamic banking movement in its modern corporate form was 
started in the late 1970s, with the formation of Dar al-Mal Group by the 
Saudi Prince Mohammed al-Faisal. Its main purpose was to soak up the 
billions of dollars that the pious maintained in interest-free accounts in 
conventional banks. These pools of capital were so vast that in the period 
between 1975 and 1982 a large chunk of the profits of multinational banks, 
such as Citibank and the HSBC Group, came from their Saudi and Gulf 
operations. These banks drew huge funds from pious depositors at no cost 
to these banks in the periods when interest rates reached 20 per cent.

Islamic banking was conceived as an alternative, or as an operation 
parallel, to western finance, and from its early days its main concern 
was to establish its legitimacy in the West as a complementary financial 
vehicle — eccentric in style but nevertheless acceptable to the conventional 
banking world. Such a system could not conceivably evolve into a propo
nent of legitimate Islamic transactions and finance. There were (and there 
still are), sometimes at the most senior levels of these institutions, bankers 
who are cognisant of the dilemma but who are unable to break out of the 
box. Daily, the task of reforming these institutions becomes more and 
more remote. There are now a huge number of interlocking mechanisms 

which appear to have rendered the Islamic banking movement tame 
enough to be acceptable to the international interest-based financial 
system. It is now not uncommon to have Islamic banking ‘windows’ in 
the major conventional banks, or even entire Islamic banks, which are 
owned by the behemoths of global finance. In fact Islamic banking prod
ucts are seen as major profit earners for the main international banking 
groups, whose interest in Islam and its moral economy is precisely nil. 
International Islamic banking conferences and symposia attract hundreds 
of participants from the major western institutions. The IMF and World 
Bank are frequent co-financiers with Islamic banks, and Islamic banking 
is now taught as a course in many western universities, including the 
bastion of global capitalist education, the Harvard Business School.

The whole tortuous mechanism of pricing products and services in 
Islamic banks is a prolonged exercise in artful delusion. Ultimately, and very 
simply, the pricing of Islamic banking products is directly linked to the 
prevailing market rate, in spite of convoluted explanations and manoeu
vring} that appear to indicate otherwise. Technically, Islamic banking prod
ucts ate based on the sanctioned forms of Islamic financing such as profit 
participation, mark-up financing, venture capital and leasing, and so on. 
Transactions are then presented to a ‘Sharia board’ composed of Islamic 
scholars and worthies, who are then called upon to pass judgement on the 
permissibility of the deal. The entire system is self-serving and relies on 
acquiescent boards and elaborate artifices that appear to meet the outer 
forms of the Sharia, with no regard for its inner meaning and purpose. The 
Islamic finance system now includes so-called Islamic investment trusts, 
which invest in stock markets but avoid companies in the liquor or gambling 
businesses. Most of these are managed by western or westernized fund 
managers, completing the iron lock that the global bankers have on the 
fonds of Muslims throughout the world.

Hie irony is that most of the depositors in Islamic banks are ordi
nary, pious people or institutions such as religious foundations or Hajj 
fonds, and they believe that their funds are now handled by intermediaries 
who have no connection with the world of interest. Most depositors do not 
have a clue as to the true disposition of their money, leaving the utilization 
of these funds to the advantage of large corporate borrowers and wealthy 
individuals. At the same time there has been the usual spate of scandals, 
misappropriations and thefts, starting with gold and commodity frauds, 
and the impossibly poor loan portfolios at some of the larger Islamic banks. 
The gullibility of the pious depositor has also led to huge losses at pyramid 
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institutions in Egypt and Syria which claim to be based on the Sharia. An 
attempt is now afoot to create a money market between Islamic banks, to 
redress their dependence on western money and capital markets. However, 
it is unlikely that this will insulate the economies of Muslim countries from 
the instability and buffeting of international markets.

The truth is that these are, at best, palliative measures which do not go 
to the heart of the problem: namely the incompatibility of most aspects of 
modern finance with the teachings of Islam. The genuine reformers within 
the Islamic banking world are now beginning to recognize that Islamic 
banking is an oxymoron, and that the entire Islamic banking movement 
is a deeply flawed affair, designed to disguise under an Islamic cover what 
is considered usurious activity. Most western institutions deal with Islamic 
banks from a perspective of advantage and deep cynicism. They scoff 
at the convoluted mechanisms designed to cover up the effects of using 
interest-based pricing rules, but they play along for their own ends. Those 
who work for Islamic banks often have absolutely no interest in main
taining this pretence and forthrightly admit that their banks are only 
peculiar forms of conventional banking institutions.

The Prospects for an Islamic Economic Order

There is no doubt that globalization^ especially in relation to individual 
economic rights and freedoms, is antithetical to the fundamental features 
of an Islamic economic and social order. Liberal capitalism is predicated on 
the individual actor driven by self-interest or greed and constrained only by 
law. The entire scaffolding of the modern capitalist era presumes the indi
vidual to be an irreducible actor. The ideas of duty, charity, solidarity and 
self-sufficiency do not sit well with the premise that it is only through culti
vating and channelling selfishness and greed that economic activity can be 
optimized. People tend to be acquisitive and predatory; the function of a well 
ordered economy is to direct these energies into a socially productive direc
tion. But this natural disposition does not square well with the idea that 
humans can perfect — or at least aspire to perfect - their qualities and that a 
moral imperative should underlie human action. Islam does not deny human 
follies and greed, but these must always be tempered through a constant 
questioning of the purposes of human action. The creation of wealth should 
be a by-product of moral action, not the purpose of work.

The spread of globalization and the liberal economy, with its latest 
onslaught on the world view of Islam, has created another battleground for

the loyalties of Muslims. The expansion of globalization is championed not 
only by the major western economic powers but also by the international 
financial institutions which frequently act as their proxies on the world stage. 
These have had a significant impact on the world of Muslims, and not only in 
negative ways. A great deal of effort had to go into undoing the decades of 
dirigiste economic management that denied the role of the individual in the 
economic life of societies. The centralized policies of state-ownership were 
frequently applauded by the very same institutions which would now turn 
against them. The Muslim world swung from state-controlled economies to a 
patchwork dismantling of the command economy, only to hand over huge 
swathes of the now privatized economies to cronies and protegees of the 
ruling cliques. Huge fortunes were made either from the abuse of licensing 
power - as in the rise of the ubiquitous mobile telephone billionaire — 
or through the knocked-down purchases of state assets and land by well 
connected individuals. Privatization, de-regulation, licensing of monopolies, 
all played their part in the shift of economic power from a poorly managed 
and frequently corrupt state sector to a better managed but predatory form of 
capitalism. The whole process was applauded by the international community 
as signalling the entry of the Islamic world into the new era of globalization 
and free markets. The basis for an Islamic economic order receded still further.

In reality, an Islamic economic order can only be renewed if certain 
fundamental reforms are undertaken. The axes of the modem economy 
are so distant from the moral economy of Islam that nothing short of a 
spectacular break would suffice to bring to life a new Islamic economic 
order. The main features of an Islamic economy have been in an eroded 
state for several centuries, so that most are merely religious vestiges of a 
long-forgotten past. By the time of the revolt of Islam in the 1970s, the 
elements of an Islamic economy were simply theoretical constructs, which 
may have featured in the education of seminarians but had no place in the 
modem economy. Only a few countries such as Saudi Arabia maintained a 
zakat (Islamic wealth tax) collection department as part of the public 
finance architecture of the state. The vast majority of Muslim countries 
had relegated the use of Islamic taxes to voluntary religious tithes, leaving 
public finance to the usual array of revenue-generating taxes and duties: on 
incomes, sales, customs, and so on. Agricultural taxes, which were essential 
to the functioning of the rural economy in Islam, also vanished, and were 
replaced by modern equivalents which had no echo in Islam’s past.

The use of paper currency, issued by a central bank and ‘backed’ 
by foreign exchange reserves, also became widespread in the nineteenth
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century, gradually decoupling the classical forms of the Islamic unit of 
exchange - the gold-based dinar and the silver-based dirham - from its 
historical association with bullion.11 The unit of exchange in the world 
of Islam, allowing for the fact that it had atrophied and been allowed 
to debase over the centuries, was definitively terminated with the rise 
of modern central banking. In the colonial and post-colonial period, 
many Muslim countries used the same or equivalent currencies as their 
European overlords. This explains the widespread use of the colonial 
French franc, or the British pound in the Sterling area - both of which 
tied the dependent economy to the metropolis and its needs.

Islamic finance is part and parcel of the world view of Islam. It is not 
just a tool. Zakat, for example, is not simply a revenue-generating wealth 
tax. It is mentioned on numerous occasions in the Quran, in the same 
breath as the offering of prayers. It is a fundamental aspect and a pillar of 
Islam, and an act of worship designed to bring human beings closer to 
God. Thus the offering of zakat is not simply the parting with a portion 
of one’s wealth for the public good. While it is essential to the financial 
integrity of the Islamic state, it is also a process that will purify the person. 
The actual handing over of a proportion of one’s annual wealth is designed 
to make the process of giving what one holds dear an essential aspect 
of worship. ‘You will not gain righteousness Unless you part with what 
you hold dear,’ the Quran admonishes.12 Zafozt talks about property as a 
responsibility. Property is not decoupled from its social use; neither are 
property owners, or holders, able to ignore their roles as trustees over the 
property. The reintroduction of zakat as part of the recent make-over of 
some Muslim states keen to brandish their Islamic credentials has not been 
an altogether happy experience. This is partly due to the cynicism of the 
official classes and business elites, who see in the zakat movement a retro
grade step against the modernization — or westernization - of their soci
eties. Leftists rant at zakat’s supposed regressive tendencies and at its bias 
against the rural economy; more business-minded groups see zakat as an 
instrument which blocks the flow between Islamic countries and the 
major world economies. They also claim that zakat impedes the flow of 
foreign investment, as international investors may not be able to deal with 
an unfamiliar tax regime capriciously applied.

Nevertheless, an Islamic economy cannot function without a central 
role for the instrument of zakat. In fact, even in the West, a wealth tax as 
an alternative to all the complex tax measures that encumber tax codes has 
been seriously mooted. For example, the Yale academics Bruce Ackerman

and Ann Alstott in their seminal work The Stakeholder Society came down 
in favour of a 2 per cent wealth tax as the most efficient and fair way of 
resolving the growing inequalities in American society and of reuniting 
citizens in a new common bond.13 Ackerman and Alstott would probably 
be shocked to find that the arguments they have used in support of 
a wealth tax, althrough couched in technical language, are remarkably 
similar to the Islamic case for zakat. The latter is calculated on a somewhat
different basis for net wealth, but the level of 2.5 per cent of the net taxable 
wealth is practically the same as in The Stakeholder Society. Of course, no 
pious Muslim would relate the necessity for zakat to the efficacy of a 
new form of wealth tax. However, the acceptability of zakat as a primary 
element of a new, revenue-generating and redistributive, order might 
make sense if it is de-Islamized. It needs to be renamed and couched
in the language of social science, carrying the imprimatur of academic 
respectability It might even receive the ultimate accolade: acknowledge
ment by Washington-based multilateral institutions such as the World 
Bank and the IMF.

The average Muslim’s commitment to the idea of zakat is muted; this is 
reflected by the loss of charitable giving, which lies at the heart of Islamic 
redistributive justice. The wealthy who live in Muslim lands are often 
unwilling to share their riches through charitable acts and through the 
endowment of foundations. The pages of the world’s business newspapers 
are crammed with the feces of the new plutocracy of the Muslim world, 
mostly connected as it is, one way or another, to the explosion in oil wealth 
and the massive transfer of the world’s savings to the oil producing 
countries. Most of this wealth continues to be concentrated in so-called
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sovereign wealth funds, but a great deal has cascaded down to various 
princes and potentates and to the cronies and fixers who feed in the public 
trough. These form the new Muslim super-wealthy class. A few are genuine 
businessmen who have made their fortunes by dint of hard work, entre
preneurship and the nurturing of markets, but most have achieved their 
wealth by the tried and true methods of being proximate to power.

The Muslim world’s wealthy are notorious for their private indulgencies 
and excesses, and for their lack of any public spiritedness. There are no major 
research foundations, universities, hospitals or educational trusts funded by 
large charitable donations. The scale and scope of the philanthropic work of 
the modem West - especially the US — is inconceivable among the Muslim 
rich, even though their individual fortunes run into billions of dollars. Where 
charitable donations continue to have an impact is among the middle classes
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in Muslim countries with a poor to middling income. It is salutary to see the 
extent to which civil society groups in countries such as Pakistan are increas
ingly taking on the responsibility of providing essential services for the 
public, in the light of the decay, inefficiency and often near-collapse of 
governmental services in education, health care and disaster relief. The 
story is similar for Egypt and Morocco, where Islamic welfare organizations 
frequently connected to Islamist parties are providing services the provision 
of which the government seems to have abandoned.

This type of service-based charitable work is an essential element of the 
Islamic economy, weaving, as it were, religious obligations with a strong 
sense of social justice and moral responsibility. The pious foundations - 
the Awqaf — were the historical institutions which provided these serv
ices but they, too, have atrophied with the passage into modernity; The 
endowment of large public buildings and social institutions by the rich 
and powerful is no longer a practice in the Muslim world. The Awqaf 
have turned into bureaucratic and often venal organizations; they manage 
specific mosques and their attached properties, and are answerable to a 
government agency.14 The old Awqaf institution was far more central to 
the life of Muslim society, because it grouped mosques with markets, 
hospitals, caravanserais, soup kitchens and schools — the living commer
cial and spiritual heart of Muslim cities. No wonder that one of the first 
acts of the ‘modernizing’ governments — whether colonial powers such as 
the French in Algeria or military—bureaucratic rulers such as in Turkey and 
Egypt ~ was to smash the independence of these pious foundations. How 
ironic that contemporary reformers want to promote ‘civil society institu
tions, when authentic Islamic models, honed over centuries of service, 
have been systematically undermined and destroyed.

The Problem of Interest

It would, of course, be impossible to reconstruct the basis of an Islamic 
economy without tackling the problem of interest. For centuries no scholar 
of any note would question the prohibition on usury, as it clearly was one of 
the absolutely reprehensible acts condemned in the Quran. However, the 
dam was breached when one of the early pioneers of Islamic ‘modernism’, 
Sheikh Muhammad Abduh of Egypt, authorized the payment of interest to 
savers in the Egyptian Post Office Bank. The argument he advanced - which 
has formed the basis for all subsequent justifications for decoupling‘permis
sible’ from ‘impermissible’ interest - was that the Quranic prohibition on

was limited to a specific form of usurious lending prevalent in 
pagan Arabia.15 The practice in effect led to the multiplication of debt in 

event of late payment, effectively enslaving the debtor to the creditor, 
-jlius‘reasonable’ interest, which is more of a charge for the use of money, 
js an acceptable practice if it does not lead to acts of injustice in the 
creditor—debtor relationship.

Of course, Abduh’s fatwa on ribo/interest did not single-handedly open 
up the Islamic economic system to conventional banking and finance, but 
it was a major breach in the ramparts of Islamic orthodoxy on a central 
aspect of what constitutes legitimate financial dealings in Islam. Over time, 
the practice of receiving and paying interest, a hitherto furtive exercise 
whose practitioners were socially ostracized, became commonly accepted 
in the Muslim world. The boundaries of the fixed and of the changeable 
in Islam were once again radically shifted in order to accommodate the 
exigencies of the times. Finance capital, and an ever-growing financial 
sector, which is the hallmark of modem economies, became established in
a part of the world which could, conceivably, have developed alternative 
systems of financing production and investment and of securing people’s 
savings. But capitulation to the world of modem finance was not complete. 
The feet remained that the utilitarian and historical justification for recon
sidering the identity between riba and interest was not entirely convincing. 
The common person was suspicious of such self-serving arguments, and 
the attraction of interest-bearing deposits was still often outweighed by 
powerful religious scruples. The rise of the Islamic banking movement 
coincided with the political and social ferment in the Islamic world of 
the 1970s and was primarily driven by lingering public suspicion relating 
to interest-bearing accounts and the work of commercial banks. It is thus 
doubly incongruous, even disturbing, that after waiting for nearly a century 
for the production of financial practices and institutions that reflect the 
teachings of Islam, the Islamic banking movement, which was the outcome, 
was subverted for the purposes of finance capital.

Legal trickery is What allows Islamic banks to circumvent the appear
ance of charging interest and shows them to be merely a sub-category 
of conventional banking. A key contract of Islamic banks, the so-called 
mark-up financing, is no different from a medieval process condemned by 
the church, by which lenders can extract interest from borrowers through 
a set of interlocking, but apparently separate, financial transactions^ 
Mamie bankers meeting at their jamborees freely admit that the type of 
financing they are engaged in is no different in substance or intent from
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their previous work in conventional banks. At the same time, as the author 
and critic of Islamic finance Tarek el-Diwany wrote, ‘small and medium 
sized Muslim-owned businesses are offered no Islamic finance facilities 
at all. When they do finally encounter a financing proposal from an 
Islamic bank, many of these businessmen quickly become cynical because 
the financing cost is fixed at the outset of the financing agreement.’17 
The academic Charles Tripp also maps out the distortion of the Islamic 
banking movement as it lurched away from its initial purpose. ‘As the 
Islamic financial sector grew, mobilizing substantial sums of capital, many 
of the original intentions faded from view ... The goal of reinforcing 
the bonds of community, and the ambition of restoring unity between 
people’s material transactions and the spiritual dimension of their lives, 
gave way before the need for financial institutions to survive and thrive... 
in a global market dominated by long-established and highly competi
tive institutions which had historically shaped the rules of the market 
itself .. .’18 !

Poverty and the Economies of the Islamic World

The Islamic world combines the extremes of wealth and poverty. On the 
one hand there are the oil-producing countries of the Gulf, whose official 
overseas assets alone are estimated at nearly $2 trillion.19 The bulk of these 
resources is kept in the form of investments in the financial instruments of 
the developed world, and in particular in US Treasury bills and bonds. The 
private sectors of these countries also dispose of enormous wealth. The 
lists of billionaires in the business magazines always include dozens of 
businessmen from the Arab Gulf countries. At the same time, Muslim 
countries such as Pakistan, Bangladesh and Indonesia are crowded with 
the poor - as more than half the population often survives on less than 
$2 per day. These contrasts between fabulous wealth and grinding poverty 
pose a serious dilemma for Muslims, which is only partly mitigated by the 
migration of the poor to the booming economies of the oil-producing 
countries.

The countries of the Muslim world are dispersed over a large geographic 
region: they spread over three continents, from Albania in Europe to 
Mozambique in southern Africa, Morocco in North Africa and Indonesia 
in the Far East. There are even significant Muslim concentrations in South 
America; in Guyana, Muslims account for nearly 15 per cent of the 
population. But, even though Muslim countries are well endowed with

economic resources in different sectors and have the potential to develop as 
a vast trading region, they continue to lag behind the rest of the world. With 
a total population approaching 1.5 billion people, the fifty-seven-member 
countries of the OIC account for nearly 22 per cent of the world’s popula
tion. But they generate only 6 per cent of the world’s GDP and 9 per cent 
of its total exports.20 On a purchasing-power parity basis, the per capita 
gross national income of the OIC countries in 2006 reached only $3,600 per 
annum, compared to $35,500 in the rich world (and an average of $5,600 
in the rest of the developing world)21

The total output (GDP) of the fifty-seven OIC countries in 2007 
approached $3.2 trillion, compared to a 2007 GDP figure of nearly 
$14 trillion for the US alone. The entire Islamic economy accounts for less 
than 23 per cent of the US economy. The output of the Muslim world is 
less than 10 per cent of that of the West, defined in economic terms as the 
US and the EU. If the economies of the OIC countries which export fuel
are excluded from the tally, the total GDP of the non-oil OIC countries 
amounted to a paltry $1.9 trillion in 2007 - that is, less than 13 per cent 
of the US economy and less than 6 per cent of the economy of the West. 
The scale of the economic imbalance between the western world and the
Muslim world is glaring.

Out of the world’s fifty-five least developed countries, twenty-two are 
countries with a Muslim majority, whose economy relies mostly on the 
production and export of a few non-oil primary commodities. Excluding 
the special case of the oil-exporting countries, most Muslim countries are 
heavily indebted to outside creditors. The World Bank ranks thirty-three 
out of the OIC’s fifty-seven countries as moderately to heavily indebted; 
and they include fifteen Muslim countries grouped under the Heavily 
Indebted Poor Countries (HIPIC) classification.22 Inequality between 
Muslim countries is also heavily skewed. The average income per capita in 
fourteen of the OIC fuel-exporting countries is seven times higher than 
that in the other twenty-one least developed OIC countries. The richest 
Muslim country (the United Arab Emirates) has an astounding per capita 
income, 200 times that of the poorest country, Somalia. No such variations 
are remotely evident in the western world, where the income distribution 
between countries is far more even.

Only six Muslim countries are classified as high-income countries, all of 
them being oil and gas exporters, while twenty-six are low-income coun
tries and twenty-five are middle-income countries.23 The least developed 
OIC countries accounted for 'll per cent of the overall population of the
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OIC but for less than 7 per cent of the OIC output. Out of the twenty-two 
least developed Muslim countries, only three (Yemen, Bangladesh and 
Afghanistan) are outside Africa. A second group of Muslim countries has 
been classified by the IMF as ‘fuel exporting countries’. These are a mixed 
bag; at one level they include Qatar, with a population of less than a million 
and a per capita income of over $70,000 in 2007, and, at another level, 
Nigeria, with a population of 145 million and a per capita GDP of less than 
$1,000 in 2007. The largest economy in the OIC countries at present, with 
the ramp-up in oil prices, is Saudi Arabia, which has a GDP in excess of 
$400 billion. Turkey is the largest non-oil economy in the OIC, with a GDP 
figure also nearing $400 billion; it is followed by Indonesia (at about 
$375 billion) and Iran (at about $250 billion). The biggest non-oil exporter 
in the Muslim world is Malaysia, whose manufacturing sector is well inte
grated into the global supply chain for electronics and electrical goods.

The economic performance of the Muslim world is, in the final analysis, 
greatly dependent on the performance of a few of its larger economies, 
especially the oil-exporting giants of the Gulf region. But the wide income 
disparities within the Muslim world and the vastly different economic 
structures that separate the main economies such as that of Turkey and 
Saudi Arabia from the large number of very poor countries greatly restrict 
the possibilities of intra-Islamic economic cooperation. The fuel exporters 
are all linked to the vast network which comprises the global energy 
market, while exporters of manufactured goods such as Malaysia are part 
of a global supply chain which connects their output to the demands of 
the large consumer markets in the developed world. Most Muslim coun
ties are still reliant upon the export of primary products and are at the 
mercy of price fluctuations in the global commodities markets. While sky- 
high oil prices are helping Muslim oil exporters, they are punishing the 
many countries in the Muslim world that are net energy importers. This is 
affecting a whole range of Muslim countries, from Bangladesh to the 
deeply impoverished Sahelian countries of Africa. The explosion in agri
cultural prices, especially for oil seeds arid grains, also disproportionately 
affects the Muslim world, which is a net importer of food. It is only now 
that serious attention is being paid to increasing the scale of intra-Islamic 
cooperation in the production of foodstuffs.24

The private sector in the Muslim countries has also languished and lags 
behind others in the emerging markets. Very few companies in the Muslim 
world have the weight to compete seriously or to bring innovations into 
the global market. Of the twenty largest corporations in the Muslim world,

^nteen are oil and gas companies, in most cases state-owned.25 The 
^est private company in Islam is the Turkish Koc Group, a diversified 
holding company with revenues of about $35 billion for 2007 and 
comparatively small by international standards. In fact Turkish private 
sector companies dominate the roster of the largest Muslim groups, 
followed by Saudi, Emirati, Malaysian and Kuwaiti groups. Most of them 
grew on the back of closed markets and state sponsorship, although the 
degree of government support and protection for large private groups 
in the Muslim world has diminished in the past decade. With a few excep
tions, Muslim private companies are not market leaders or innovators in 
the global economy and are not serious competitors with the large multi
national corporations. The exceptions are in those areas where there has 
been a definite competitive advantage, for instance, in the energy sector or, 
in the case of Turkish companies, international construction. SABIC, a 
majority state-owned petrochemical business, has succeeded in expanding 
outside of Saudi Arabia on to the international scene and is now a global■ 
player of the first order. Another internationally successful enterprise is 
Emirates Airlines; and yet another is the telecommunications groups 
Orascom of Egypt and MTC-Zain of Kuwait. Sime Darby of Malaysia is 
an important competitor in the plantations sector. The increasing sophis
tication of a number of Gulf enterprises, sparked by the oil-driven 
economic growth in the Gulf region, also bodes well for the rise of the 
Muslim multinational company on the world stage; but these good signs 
are still the exception.26

However, a number of interesting developments are taking place that 
might augur a new age of intra-Muslim cooperation in the private arena. 
The vast oil surpluses filtering to the private sector of the Gulf countries 
are not all being invested in western capital or property markets, as has 
happened in previous oil booms. The growing corporate sectors in the 
Gulf countries are now directing an increasing part of their funds towards 
investments in nearby capital-starved Muslim countries, where they have 
some advantage over the multinational corporations.27 These markets are 
frequently too small, or are seen to be too risky, for corporations based in
the major capitalist countries. Thus the investment flows from the Gulf 
countries into markets such as Pakistan, Egypt, and Morocco have grown 
significantly, giving rise to regional enterprises with large market shares in 
the major Muslim countries. For example, the MTC-Zain group of Kuwait 
is now a major player in the telecommunications sector of a number of 
Asian and African countries; and UAE banks are active investors in the
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banking sector of Pakistan. The rise of large, well capitalized hedge funds 
and private equity groups based in the Gulf is also contributing to the 
flow of investment capital between Muslim countries. These funds and 
groups are targeting the energy, ports, cement and the hotel and real estate 
sectors in a number of middle-income Islamic countries.

It is possible that regional corporation will play a part in the limited 
reintegration of the major Islamic economies and will succeed where 
interminable conferences and governmental declarations of intent have 
failed. Muslim-owned enterprises are also creating a network of alliances 
through organizations such as the World Islamic Economic Forum and
the Islamic Chambers of Commerce and Industry. They are still nascent 
networks that are no match for the more established World Economic
Forum in Davos or the business alliances of global enterprises, but they 
are promising beginnings. These developments may draw the economies 
of Muslim countries together, especially those comprised within a new 
‘Greater Gulf Co-Prosperity Sphere’, but they are entirely separate from 
the issue of the revival of the Islamic moral economy.

In essence, the growth of the regional multinational company, or even 
the expansion of Islamic banking into many Muslim markets, is not entirely 
synonymous with the revival of Islamic norms of economic conduct and 
the purposes of economic activity. These have been overshadowed by the 
wholesale adoption of modern capitalist standards for the management of 
economies. It is immaterial to the consumer in Pakistan whether his or her 
mobile phone comes through the courtesy of an Egyptian or a Norwegian 
company; neither does it make much difference if the rules of banking for 
a Muslim-owned bank are exactly the same as for one of the behemoths of 
international finance. It may provide some measure of pride that at least 
some of the major sectors of the Islamic economy are controlled by home
grown or Muslim-owned enterprises and that these are providing a quality 
service or a product of quality at fair prices, but the decay of the Islamic 
underpinnings of economic life still continue apace.

Modern corporations, wherever they may be, follow the same broad busi
ness objectives. In fact, from a strictly ethical perspective, western corpora
tions may be far more advanced than their Muslim-owned counterparts. 
The ethics of business are now taught in major business schools throughout 
the western world, while corporate social responsibility is a growing issue 
for international companies. There are few, if any, major Muslim-owned 
corporations that follow the same rigorous standards of ethical conduct 
which prevail in a large number of multinational corporations. For example.

extensive deforestation in Indonesia and Malaysia is the work of indige
nous corporations. Such a pattern of resource exploitation is unlikely to 
0i with a major multinational corporation that has to answer to govern- 

‘ethical’ investors, non-governmental organizations and an irate 
public Labour exploitation and the use of child labour are rampant in the 
private sectors of Muslim countries which export textiles, sports goods 
jnd footwear - for instance, Egypt, Pakistan, Indonesia and Bangladesh.

major western corporation involved in, say, footwear marketing could 
withstand the criticism and lawsuits arising from its employment of child 
labour or from its abuse of workers in its overseas factories.

Globalization will certainly threaten the possibilities of building an 
Islamic economy, not because Muslim countries will be excluded from the 
process, but because they can only be included within the terms of the 
gjobalization process itself. Thus apparently salutary developments, such 
as the growth of Muslim-owned corporations and increasing investment 
flows between Islamic countries, may strengthen economic cooperation 
andbuild the elements of a market economy in the Islamic world. But they 
will not by themselves create the bases for regenerating Islam’s moral 
economy and the fundamentally different perspectives on economic and 
financial transactions that this would entail. Certain aspects of the global
ization process are essential for recreating an Islamic economic space, for 
instance, the free flow of goods and capital between countries. However, 
Islam parts company with the globalization process if the means and 
purposes of economic activity stray far from the world view of Islam.

The failure of the Muslim world seriously to contemplate a radical depar
ture from the conventional model of economic development has strength
ened the hands of the advocates of globalization inside the Muslim world. 
Hie distancing of Islam from the ethical dimensions of economic life in the 
Muslim world will accelerate. There is no unique Islamic currency bloc; no 
special arrangements to expand and harmonize economic relations between 
Islamic countries; and no strong commercial organizations that could regen
erate Islamic economic life at the business and trade levels. The massive
opportunity to do so, which was created by the growth of Islamic banks, 
has been squandered as the Islamic banking movement surrendered to the 
expediencies of joining the international capital markets. The banks accepted 
a walk-on role in the international financial system rather than building the 
sinews of a new Islamic financial architecture. The sniggering and timid 
prevarications that accompanied Mahathir’s bold call for an Islamic currency 
constitute another example of a lost opportunity to build the essential 
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currency foundations of an Islamic economy. Another prospect to do so is 
presenting itself with the unprecedented accumulation of financial resources 
in the Arab oil-exporting countries. These can provide the wherewithal for a 
massive expansion of the range of activities and resources of the pan-Islamic 
institutions which do work (such as the Islamic Development Bank), perhaps 
creating a new set of economic institutions to pull the Islamic world together. 
Simply applying the criterion of zakat, or 2.5 per cent of the net financial 
wealth of these countries, to the sovereign wealth funds of the GCC oil
exporting countries would yield an annual figure of $75 billion in resource 
transfers to the poorer Muslim countries.28 This would dwarf all the official 
aid flows presently flowing to these countries. Whether the political and 
business elites of the oil-exporting countries will seize this chance is another 
matter altogether.

CHAPTER 10

The Decline of Creativity

M t/iey said, ‘Come, let us build for ourselves a city, and a tower whose top 
will reach into heaven, and let us make for ourselves a name . . f

Genesis 11:4

But Pharaoh said, ‘O Haman! Build me a lofty tower that haply I may attain 
to the right means - the means of approach to the heavens. . f

Quran 40: 36/37

Islamic civilization was the preserver and then transmitter of the sciences and 
philosophies of the ancient Greeks to pre-Renaissance Europe. Many works 
of the ancient Greek philosophers and natural scientists were translated by 
scholars, often Arabic-speaking non-Muslims, and absorbed into Islamic 
civilization. It was in this Arabized and Islamized form that they were then 
translated in the early Middle Ages into the Latin of Christendom, mainly 
through the Muslim-dominated but cosmopolitan centres of learning in 
Spain such as Toledo and Cordoba. The Muslims themselves had independ
ently developed an advanced understanding of the physical and life sciences; 
they were versed in widely different fields such as mathematics, astronomy, 
optics, and the entire spectrum of the medical arts and sciences. In mechan
ical engineering the Muslims developed technologies which were useful in
agriculture (water mills and complex irrigation systems) as well as in warfare. 
In some of their ingenious mechanical contraptions, Muslim scientists 
prefigured the computer. The arts and architecture of Islam created styles 
and structures of their own, as well as an urban landscape which was
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intimately connected to the spiritual, religious and social requirements of 1
Islam. The music of the Muslim world also reached heights of sophistication I
in modalities and was marked by refinement and intricate nuances. The 
music of the Arabs, of Persia and of Indian Islam was unique to each partic- \
ular culture, but it shared common roots and often used similar instruments. 
The principles of Quranic recitation, the call to prayer and religious chants 
(dhikr) of the Sufi orders, provided a further element of bonding and unity 
throughout the Islamic world.

Why and how this creative drive, which is the essential feature of all vital 
civilizations, dried up in the Islamic world remains a vexed issue. In many 
areas and with very few exceptions, the cultural world of Islam has retreated 
to the point where there is no continuity whatsoever with the past achieve
ments of the civilization. Islam has fractured and been replaced wholesale 
by cultural expressions of an inadequate modernity or by a sentimental 
pastiche and weak connection with the glories of the Islamic past (for 
instance, the frequent naming of hospitals after the great Ibn Sina - 
Avicenna — or the ubiquitous use of arches to denote a faintly‘Islamic’look 
to buildings).

The Roots of Islamic Creativity

No single person has been more responsible for enlightening the world as to 
the true wellsprings of Islamic culture and science than the Iranian-born 
scholar and philosopher Seyyed Hossein Nasr.1 A deeply original and 
prolific writer, Nasr was born in Iran in 1933, into a family of well known 
scholars and physicians. He studied physics at MIT and obtained his PhD 
from Harvard in 1958, with a thesis which focused on the history of Islamic 
science. He returned to Iran, where he became a highly regarded scholar and 
pedagogue. He was the founder of the Imperial Iranian Academy of 
Philosophy and the head of the Iranian technological university, Aryamehr. 
After the Iranian Revolution of 1978-9, Nasr was obliged to leave Iran and 
joined the George Washington University, where he is now professor.

Nasr had become deeply influenced by the writings of the ‘Traditionalists’, 
a group of mainly European writers and scholars, some of whom had 
converted to Islam.2 This circle drew its inspiration from the remarkable 
French thinker Ren£ Gudnon.3 Guenon lived out his late life in Cairo and 
took the name of Abd el-Wahid Yahya; he died there in 1952. The circle also 
included the Swiss metaphysician Frithjof Schuon, the art historian Titus 
Burckhardt and the museum curator arid librarian Martin Lings (also 

titovmas AbuBakr Seraj-ed-Dine). These were the leaders of the group who 
espoused the idea of a ‘perennial philosophy’ and sought to find the tran
scendent unity of all religions in their inner, esoteric dimension. According 
to the Traditionalists, the continuity with authentic religious traditions was 
die only means by which human beings could connect to the ‘primordial’ 
religion;

Each of the great religions of mankind, if practised genuinely and 
within its own spiritual and ritual framework, could be a valid pathway to
the original primordial faith and thus to knowledge of God. Therefore a 
Christian, a Buddhist and a Muslim could equally connect to the essence 
of religion itself, if they took on the hues of the established, traditional 
pathways of their particular religion. In Christianity, it was the monastic, 
contemplative tradition, and the mystical experiences of figures such as 
Meister Eckhart and St Theresa of Avila that led to the inner essence of the 
religion. In Islam this path Was Sufism, especially the metaphysical Sufism 
associated with the medieval master Ibn Arabi.4 Nasr became a close confi
dant of Frithjof Schuon and for a long time was the most visible Muslim 
advocate of the perennial philosophy.5

In a series of writings of what he termed ‘traditional Islam’ (as opposed 
tomodemist/liberal and fundamentalist Islam), Nasr firmly attributed the 
loss of the creative impulse in Islam to the inversion and then displace
ment of the traditional perspective which had underpinned the civiliza
tion of Islam.6 Nasr explored a variety of issues which impinged on the 
contemporary Muslim world, from the ecological crisis to the atrophy of 
science, art and architecture in Muslim countries. He takes strong excep
tion to the idea of Islamic modernists that science is value-free and thus its 
pursuit, within the norms of modern science and scientific experimenta
tion, can only be for the general good of Islam. (Modernist Muslims as 
well as fundamentalists have always maintained that Islam encourages the 
pursuit of scientific knowledge.)

The problem with science for the sake of science is that it denies the 
indisputable historical fact that science in Islam was conducted within a 
frame of reference which was specifically Islamic - that is, that the pursuit 
of scientific goals was encouraged as part of the overall quest of Man to see 
and affirm the signs of God in nature. As Nasr wrote, ‘Islamic science came 
into being from a wedding between the spirit that issued from the Quranic 
revelation and the existing sciences of various civilizations which Islam 
inherited and which it transmuted through the spiritual power into a new 
substance, at once different from and continuous with what had existed
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before’7 Technological developments in Islam, for example, instruments 
such as the astrolabe, had precise functions related to the times of prayer, 
the beginning and end of the fast of Ramadan and the direction of the 
Qibla (Mecca). Similarly, Islamic medicine was based on the assertion that 
the human body was a microcosmic reflection of the cosmos and that a 
balanced interrelationship between mind, body and spirit was essential to 
maintaining the health and vigour of a person. The idea of preventive 
medicine, the holistic approach to well being and the treatment of illnesses 
were integral to Islamic medicine. It was on the basis of this world view 
that the edifice of Islamic culture and civilization was built Islam recog
nized above all that the domain of the infinite, of boundless knowledge 
and limitless growth, does not belong to human beings.

To a large extent, therefore, the observation that Islamic civilization did 
not ‘progress’ into a modern world order based on technology is immaterial. 
Its trajectory in pre-modern times did not entail the dramatic shifts which 
have made the industrial revolution possible in the West. Machine produc
tion in factories for a mass market, protected by laws that enshrined absolute 
private property rights, could not have evolved in an Islamic context The 
artisan and craftsman culture which was the mainstay of the production of 
goods in the pre-modern Islamic economy was imbued with the Islamic 
world view, which combined work with the life of the spirit. In fact Nasr 
demonstrates conclusively that Islamic technology was indeed concerned 
with practical innovations such as wind and water mills, distillation 
processes and engines of war. ‘The technology [that the Muslims] dealt with 
was one which utilized natural forces within the environment in question, 
making the maximum use of human skills and causing the minimum 
amount of disturbance within the natural environment.’8 A number of the 
medieval Muslim treatises on machines and processes came remarkably 
close to anticipating their modem equivalents. But Nasr states unequivocally 
that Muslims did not venture into this terrain and never seriously consid
ered utilizing such technological innovations in order to change their 
economic life and means of production. The break with the sacred could not 
take place within Islam. The impetus had to come from elsewhere.

Nevertheless, Islamic science and medicine continued to thrive within
their own terms of reference, until the fatefill encounter with the expan
sionist European powers. The collapse of innovation and creativity in the 
world of Islam was not the result of the. fall of the Abbasid Empire in the 
thirteenth century, but a much more recent phenomenon. It is intimately 
connected to the abandonment of the underpinnings of the traditional

Islamic world view, in the past two centuries, by a succession of secular- 
minded and fundamentalist Muslims. The first jettisoned this world view 
as a matter of principle; the second accepted the fruits of western civiliza
tion with no understanding of their roots in the western experience. They 
simply Islamized’ them. Purpose and meaning was lost.

Nasr’s analysis of the predicament of modern Muslims has important 
prescriptive implications, particularly as the Muslim innovative capacity 
has degraded in a fundamental sense. The creative output of the twenty or 
thirty million Muslims of the Abbasid era dwarfs the output of the nearly 
one-and-a-half billion Muslims of the modern era. In science and tech
nology the statistics are truly daunting — and depressing. Using 2006 data, 
the Muslim countries of the OIC have 8.5 scientists and technicians per 
1,000 population, compared to a world average of 40.7 and a developed- 
world figure of 139.3. The entire Muslim world contributed 1.17 per cent 
of the world’s scientific literature, compared to 1.48 per cent from Spain 
alone. The OIC countries spend 0.3 per cent of their GDP on research and 
development, compared to the global average of 2.4 per cent. The listing 
goes on to indude the paucity of published journal articles, university 
science faculty rankings and patents.9

Some scientists and educators have used the relative and absolute
decline of Muslims’ innovative capacities to call for a redoubling of the 
secularization efforts in Islamic societies and for a complete and final 
divorce between science and any religious bearings. Part of their argument 
is based on the false premise that Islam and the scientific method are in 
fundamental contradiction; this echoes the German sociologist Max Weber
and his assertion that Islam lacks the ideational bases for proper scientific 
inquiry. The physicist Pervez Hoodbhoy, chair of the physics department at 
one of Pakistan’s leading universities, has repeated the old chestnut that 
Islamic norms of worship - the five daily prayers, the fast of Ramadan — are 
antithetical to a proper work ethic and should be more ‘balanced’, whatever 
that means.10 The fallacy of such arguments is readily apparent when one 
considers that abiding by these cornerstones of Islamic ritual in no way 
diminished the productive and innovative capabilities of Muslims in their
golden age. A completely different view is held by apologists of Islam, who 
see all manner of scientific predictions embedded in the Quran. Maurice 
Bucaille is a case in point. A French doctor who ran a surgical clinic at the 
University of Paris, Bucaille produced a book in 1976 which purported to 
show that the Quran prophesied a number of discoveries such as the Big 
Bang.11 Apart from advancing such dubious claims, which were based on
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readings of Quranic verses connected with cosmology, the book is a 
parody, both of science and the sacred functions of Quranic verses 
Nevertheless, it has had an immense circulation and influence and is used 
as a polemical tool to convince people of the identity between Islam and 
modern science.

But neither the arguments of secular humanists such as Hoodbhoy nor 
those of the fundamentalists, who see the Quran as a science textbook, can 
resolve the conundrum that affects the capabilities of Islamic culture. The 
issue is whether Muslims can arrest and then reverse their relative cultural 
decline within the terms of reference of their own civilization - and not 
within the terms of reference of the imagined Islamic community of the 
fundamentalists, or within the norms of secular modernity. It is Nasr who 
has had by far the more insightful and telling response. The traditionalist 
critique of both fundamentalism and secularism can be extended to nearly 
all other areas of human endeavour where modem Muslims have fallen 
woefully short of their own civilization’s standards - as well as of the 
norms of the contemporary world. From art and architecture to educa
tion, environment and the quality of daily life, the condition of Muslim 
societies — not excepting the odd hyper-wealthy oil producing fringe - is 
unenviable.

The Decay of Islam’s Urban Civilization

The focus of Islamic civilization has always been the city - the medina, 
from which the Arabic word for civilization derives: tamaddun. Mecca 
itself, the Mother-of-Cities,12 as the Quran calls it, was the launching plat
form for the message of the Prophet, and a nexus of the caravan trade of 
Arabia. Medina, to which the Prophet departed in the celebrated hegira, 
and which became the functioning capital of the first Islamic political 
entity, would always be the model Islamic city. It would inspire the 
founders of the myriad cities that sprang up in the wake of Islam’s expan
sion and would figure significantly in the redesign of historical cities such 
as Damascus, Alexandria and, later, Istanbul, cities which fell under 
Muslim control.

The Islamic city has important features and characteristics which 
identify it as uniquely ‘Islamic’ in terms of its physical lay-out and the 
division of urban functions into specific categories. The position and 
scope of the religious, educational, legal, governmental and economic 
institutions, as well as that of public markets, gardens and amenities such

as the ubiquitous public baths integrated all these into a recognizably and 
distinctly Islamic pattern. There is a remarkable unity in the ‘feel’ of 
Islamic cities, even when they are dispersed across different continents and 
cultures. From Kano to Cairo to Lahore, Islamic cities would resonate to 
the same distinctive rhythms of life. The location of the city may have been 
dictated by military or commercial considerations, but their inner lay-out 
and organizing principles were derived unequivocally from the religion of 
Islam. Life in the cities was a permanent reminder that the urban dweller 
was part of the community of Islam and that he or she was expected to 
abide by the norms of the civilization. Above all, the regular calls to prayer 
from the minarets, the congregational and Friday prayers, and the great 
festivals associated with the end of the fasting month, the Hajj and the 
celebration of the Prophet’s birthday, gave all Islamic cities an overarching 
spiritual and religious dimension.

Nearly all official posts in the Islamic city were derived from the Sharia — 
from the position of governor to that of judge, and market regulator to the 
police (Shurta) - and the duties of these officers required a commensurate 
set of institutions With their own spatial requirements. There are clearly 
demarcated areas of the Islamic city, for example, where the legal and 
governmental institutions were assembled. The office of Wali or ‘Amil 
(governor), whose main duty was to maintain law and order, was close to 
that of the police and the administrative courts that handled routine 
complaints. The Qadi (judge) was responsible for the administration and 
provision of justice in personal and family law, and in commercial and 
other contract disputes. The Muhtasib was a unique office and institution 
in Islam. Although its main function was the supervision and regulation of 
public markets, it was also responsible for upholding the overall standards 
of public decency and conduct13

This post would later be disparaged as representing the ‘moral police’ 
which restricted individual rights and freedoms. In reality, however, the 
Muhtasib was an essential element in the functioning of the Islamic city 
within the precepts of the Sharia. Rather than the caricature of the harsh 
enforcer of rigid moral codes, the Muhtasib is better seen as a type of all
purpose ombudsman and inspector with wide-ranging responsibilities, 
which were as diverse as ensuring the cleanliness of the water supply or 
enforcing professional standards on doctors and apothecaries. All these 
institutions ultimately derived their legitimacy from the Sharia and were 
organized to facilitate an urban life which revolved around the Sharia and 
its ethical rulings.
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The unique educational institutions of Islam were also an important 
element in the organization of the Islamic city. The mosque was not only 
the focus of public worship but also the centre of wide-ranging educa
tional and learning functions attached to it. In time, the main mosque 
complexes became prototypes of the public university. Prominent teachers 
and lecturers established halaqas (circles’) which attracted students from 
all comers of the Islamic world and beyond. The subjects of study were by 
no means restricted to the religious sciences; they involved the teaching of 
language, linguistics, and poetry. Strictly academic disciplines such as 
philosophy or the sciences were conducted in special academies. These 
were akin in many respects to Plato’s Academy in Athens and to the 
schools that flourished in the Hellenic world and in the early Byzantine 
period. Primary education, where children acquired the three ’Rs as well as 
a knowledge of the Quran, was conducted in schools known as the kuttab. 
These were often attached to the mosque. The madrassas - which have 
now gained notoriety as a hotbed for the teaching and propagation of 
Islamic radicalism — were established as mainly state-run institutions, 
primarily to propagate the official version of Islam. They were often 
endowed with magnificent buildings in the main cities of Islam, with 
ample facilities for libraries and accommodation. (A famous madrassa in 
Baghdad, the Mustansiriyya, which was founded in the thirteenth century, 
is still in use today as part of the Mustansiriyya University.) Medical educa
tion was conducted in special institutions, the bimaristan (a name of 
Persian origin), which were a form of early hospitals. They doubled up as 
centres both for treating patients and for teaching medicine.14

The public markets of Islamic cities were frequently housed in special
ized buildings or complexes which could extend over many kilometres, in 
labyrinthine passages. The grand bazaars of Istanbul, Isfahan, Aleppo and 
Damascus are extant and are examples of the scale of the goods markets of 
Islamic cities. These and many others continue to thrive even in modern 
times. The markets were complex institutions governed by their own 
internal regulatory bodies^ and ultimately fell under the inspectorship of 
the Muhtasib. In larger cities, the markets included khans, central courts 
around which a number of shops were grouped. Markets were within 
walking distance of the main city mosques, and activity ceased during 
times of prayer.

Apart from high government officials, the military and the ulema classes, 
the population of the Islamic city was divided into guilds according to their 
craft or trade. These were further integrated into the Sufi orders through

the futtuwwa (chivalric movements). They were anchored in the spiritual 
life of Islam and sought to connect themselves, through a chain of initia
tory rites, to the Imam Ali and his dose follower Salman al-Farisi. (Imam 
5|i is seen by nearly all Sufi orders and the guilds as the fount of spiritual 
wisdom and chivalric conduct.) In some of the larger cities of Islam, the 
guilds were also connected to the office of the supreme Sufi master, the 
doyen of the descendants of the Prophet Muhammad: the Naqib al-Ashraf. 
Craftsmen and artisans were thus intimately connected to the spiritual life 
of the community and saw their work in terms of fulfilling their duties and 
obligations to God. A detailed set of guidelines, rules and rituals governed 
the passage of the initiate from apprentice to artisan to master. At nearly 
every step of the way, the rituals were marked by specific Quranic recita
tions and spiritually charged utterances, invocations and exclamations. 
The head of the guild was known as the sheikh of the guild and although 
the office was frequently inherited it could only be so with the approval 
of guild members.15

The art historian Titus Burckhardt encapsulated the spirit of the guilds 
in an interview with one of the last descendants of an ancient line of
craftsmen in the city of Fez - a comb maker. The man described his profes
sion and his understanding of it.

I myself acquired [the skill] only after many long years and even if I 
wanted to, I could not automatically pass it on to my son . .. This craft 
can be traced back from apprentice to master until one reaches our Lord 
Seth, the son of Adam. It was he who first taught it to men, and what a 
prophet brings must clearly have a purpose. I gradually came to under
stand that there is nothing fortuitous about this craft, that each move
ment and each procedure is the bearer of an element of wisdom. But not 
everyone can understand this. But even if one does not know this, it is 
still stupid and reprehensible to rob men of the inheritance of prophets, 
and to put them in front of a machine where, day in and day out, they 
must perform a meaningless task.16

Islam’s urban vitality - especially in the Arab lands — had begun to dete
riorate well before the advent of the European empires. Baghdad, the city of 
fabled fame, was a disease-ridden backwater with less than 100,000 people 
in the mid-seventeenth century. Cairo did not fare much better in the 
long period of Mameluke misrule, which ended with Napoleon’s conquest 
of Egypt The description of Muslim cities, with the exception of Istanbul
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and a few other Ottoman cities, by pre-modern European travellers was 
uniformly bleak and depressing. But what the European incursions did was 
to superimpose an entirely different ordering of the urban space, shattering 
or bypassing Islam’s traditional urban structures and styles of building. 
In this way Islam’s urban civilization suffered just as much as other main 
tenets and values of Islam. The make-over of the Islamic city was simply an 
extension of what was happening in the legal, social and economic spheres, 
In Morocco, the French established entirely new cities alongside the old. 
They drew away not only the governmental, administrative and judicial 
services, but also the mercantile and political elites.17

The same pattern was followed in other cities of the Muslim world which 
came under the control of foreign powers. The new areas had different 
names: the European quarter, the cantonment, the garden city, but they all 
served the same purpose. They created a new urban form, which had no 
connection with the Islamic past The new cities and quarters were designed 
to house the foreigners and their local allies, dependants and imitators. It 
became a matter of social prestige to be associated with the modem ways of 
the new quarters, with their European conveniences and amenities. The old 
Islamic cities were abandoned to the working and artisan classes and to the 
remnants of the traditional classes. Within a few decades, the entire Islamic 
urban order had ended. The old Islamic city was now associated with all that 
was retrograde and served no better function than to act as the repository 
of the exploding population of the urban poor, fed as this was by massive 
flows of migrants from the rural areas. The old educational establishments 
were replaced by the modern universities. These were invariably sited in the 
new towns or quarters. The judicial functions of the Qadi were displaced 
by new legal systems, which came with the European powers; the guilds 
were decimated by competition from cheap foreign manufactures and 
modem domestic industries; public markets were supplanted by modem 
retailing. It is only in our day that a creeping gentrification is bringing 
back some vitality to the historical cities of Islam. But this has nothing to do 
with a revitalized Islam; it has more to do with French fashion designers 
ensconcing themselves in old merchants' houses, or with boutique hotels 
squatting in former Sufi lodges and catering for the super-wealthy.

Crowding, visual ugliness and squalor are the lot of most of the cities of 
Islam. The elites are well insulated from these unpleasantries through 
gates, high walls and a physically separate life in terms of work, leisure, 
shopping and education. But these very elites have invited the calamities 
on the Islamic city through their insistence on perpetrating whatever is 

st

fashionable in the West, irrespective of its appropriateness. The aesthetic 
sensibility of the modern minded Muslim has altered with the loss of its 
moorings in the traditional. The result is there for all to see: a hodgepodge 
of building styles; poor quality of construction; the loss of any order and 
purpose to town planning; constant assaults on the senses by discordant 
and jarring sights and sounds. The modern Islamic city simply groans 
under this weight. Populations explode while services collapse; the rich 
flee to their bastions while the poor endure and suffer the miseries of daily 
life; Cairo, Karachi, Dacca, Jakarta all have populations of over ten million, 
with miserably small budgets and rotting infrastructures and dwellings. 
Smaller cities such as Damascus and Rabat still send an echo of their
former urban graces, but the relentless pressures on the integrity of the 
city are there. And everywhere the corruption and venality of public offi
cials joins hands with the greed of developers and speculators to reduce 
whatever remains of the urban civilization of Islam.

But the degradation of Islam’s historical cities is not entirely due to the 
westernized elites. The ravages wrought by the Wahhabis of Saudi Arabia 
on the fabric of the two holiest cities in Islam, Mecca and Medina, are well
known. The extent of the damage wrought on these two cities has been 
exposed mainly due to the heroic efforts of the Jeddah-based architect and 
historian Sami Angawi,18 who wrote about the wanton destruction of 
millennium-old buildings, in both Mecca and Medina, under the aegis of 
the Wahhabi clerical establishment. The clerics had ruled that historical
sites such as the Prophet’s birthplace could become virtual shrines and 
thus potentially objects of worship in themselves. In conclusion, they 
reasoned, it would be best if these buildings and sites were demolished^ lest 
they give rise to idolatry. Their rulings have been generally welcomed by 
the political and commercial classes, who saw in the destruction of these 
buildings new opportunities for commercial profit from land speculation 
and development. According to Angawi and others, nearly 95 per cent of 
the historical buildings in the two holy cities have been demolished. 
Whenever a historical site which has any connection with the prophetic
period is uncovered by archaeologists, the bulldozers move in to pull it
down and pour concrete over the site. Other historical buildings (such as
the Ottoman fortress which guarded Mecca) have been demolished in 
orderto make way for high-rise buildings and shopping centres.19

The most egregious developments have been around the Grand Mosque 
of Mecca. Pilgrims are now regaled with buildings that dwarf the sanctuary. 
They are festooned with multimedia images of fast food chains and
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consumer product manufacturers. High-rise buildings proliferate, some of 
them offering time shares or retreats in order to be ‘near God’, as the adver
tisements put it. A privileged view and access to the sanctuary is promised; 
but this defeats the entire purpose of the Hajj, where the equality of human 
beings in the eyes of God is affirmed. Wealth and advantage become the 
norm rather than the simplicity of the pilgrim’s lot A huge shopping mall, 
the Abraj al Bait complex, complete with food courts and an indoor amuse
ment park, sits right opposite the sanctuary. It is as if the courtyard of the 
basilica of St Peter’s in the Vatican had been turned into a tawdry shop
ping strip. The night market of Mecca where pilgrims traded their wares is 
long gone, having being replaced by the world of global brands and air- 
conditioned malls. A similar destructive pattern has played itself out in 
Medina, where the demolition of historical tombs and burial sites of the 
family and companions of the Prophet has been going on apace since 
the founding of the modem Saudi state. For a while, the Prophet’s burial 
site in the sacred mosque of Medina was also threatened by zealots of the 
Wahhabi sect, who considered veneration of the Prophet by the multitude 
of Muslims as bordering on the deadly sin of polytheism (shirk).

The lack of reverence for the past and for the Muslim sacred places is not 
restricted to Saudi Arabia. The old city of Cairo was visibly crumbling under 
decades of official neglect. Masterpieces of Mameluke and Fatimid buildings 
were left in ruins. They have only recently been the subject of official 
concern, after incessant prodding from concerned architectural historians 
and international organizations. In feet, it is through the efforts of the small 
but relatively wealthy Bohra and Ismaili communities that some of the 
masterpieces of Cairene architecture have been preserved. Sana’a, the capital 
of Yemen, with its astonishing architecture; also laboured under years of 
neglect* and throughout the Muslim world individual buildings and old 
quarters have been allowed to wither and decay until fairly recently. Shiite 
pilgrimage sites have generally fared better, but they are now faced With a 
different set of problems as the number of pilgrims and visitors increases 
exponentially. The temptation to follow the Saudi pattern of grandiose and 
expensive extensions and ornamentations to sacred buildings and sites, in an 
increasingly commercialized environment, is ever present.20

Islamic Dystopias

The medieval Islamic political philosopher al-Farabi described the type of 
regime that would be most conducive to the happiness and welfare of

mankind. His vision, a good four centuries before Thomas More’s Utopia, 
demanded that citizens should be virtuous by dint of their knowledge of 
the divine and of natural beings and, equally importantly, that they should 
act upon this inerrant knowledge. Other regimes are ignorant, wicked or 
erring: ignorant because they have no knowledge of the divine or of the 
natural order; wicked because they possess such knowledge but do not act 
upon it; or errant because their citizens have acquired false or corrupted 
knowledge. Al-Farabi’s classification drew not only on Islamic themes of 
revelation and prophecy, but also on the Greek philosophers of antiquity, 
in particular Plato; He is therefore an ideal proponent of the balanced 
Islamic civic order, poised between reason and revelation, between the 
sacred and the profane. Deviations from the ideal occur whenever citizens 
pursue other goals, by choice or necessity. Impoverished societies neces
sarily seek to meet the bare essentials of life. Al-Farabi calls ‘vile’ regimes 
which seek wealth and prosperity for their own sake. ‘Base’ regimes are 
those that are hedonistic. Regimes of tyranny seek to impose their domi
nation on others. And regimes of‘corporate associations’ — the closest that 
al-Farabi came to modern-day democracy — are those where the citizens 
are free to do what they wish. In the absence of the perfected ‘Virtuous 
Cit/, al-Farabi is firmly in favour of the proto-democracy of the regime of 
corporate associations. Even though most of its citizens would be 
corrupted by luxury, such a city nevertheless allows for the development of 
the arts and sciences - and freedoms — necessary for the establishment of 
the virtuous regime.

The cities and societies of the modern Muslim world no longer revolve 
around the rhythms of Islamic life in any meaningful way; nor are they 
striving for an ideal form of civic and political organization, which could 
provide a vision and direction for their evolution. In fact, some have 
strayed so far from the mean that they are at risk of turning their worlds 
into nightmarish dystopias. Both extreme wealth and extreme poverty 
have played their part in distorting the vision of the ideal society, whether 
that of al-Farabi’s ‘Virtuous City’ or the model of a just and equitable 
society reflected in the Prophet and his companions’ Medina — or the ideal 
of a democratic and open civic order.

The extreme fundamentalist vision of an ideal Islamic order is fright
ening in its implications. Like a horror film, it has seized the world’s imag
ination, particularly as glimpses of this bizarre order have been caught in 
the Taliban of Afghanistan. A contrived religious archaism can only have a 
deadening effect on Islamic life and society. The insistence on facial hair
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for men; the banning of music; the refusal to countenance education for 
girls; the degrading treatment of women; the disregard for non-Islamic 
archaeological patrimony; the easy executions, amputations and corporal 
punishment - are all caricatures of what ultra-conservative Islam has in
store when it effects power. But a deliberate backwardness cannot survive 
for long, even if it succeeds in locking itself away from the world. There are 
many instances where Muslim rulers have chosen to insulate their societies
from outside influences — pre-1970s Oman comes to mind - only to see 
the barriers swept away with a change of regime. Reactionary dystopias 
cannot last long in the modem era.

Nevertheless, the type of world which is being created in the aftermath 
of the collapse of the Soviet bloc and the unprecedented flow of funds into 
the oil-producing countries of the Gulf is even more insidious for the 
regeneration of Islamic civilization. Three factors are at work here, 
combining to produce a radically altered vision for the Muslim world-in 
spite of the present obsession with fundamentalism, which appears to be 
spreading everywhere. The collapse of the Soviet bloc gave a huge boost to 
the ruling oligarchies and sovereigns of the Muslim world. The rhetoric of 
democratization which followed in the wake of the collapse of the Soviet 
empire has been overwhelmed by the reality of the massive transfer of 
public resources to a new class of entrepreneurs and plutocrats; The 
members of this- class are not only interlinked with the ruling political 
classes of Muslim countries, but are part of a network which binds them 
closely to the globalized world economy and to the centres of financial and 
economic power in the West.

Wherever in the Muslim world one turns, from North Africa to the
Middle East or to Central and South-East Asia, the same patterns have 
emerged and are now solidified. The powerful industrial, financial and 
commercial groups have too much at stake in the status quo ever to 
consider how their wealth and power could be used to create a new basis 
for the growth of a specifically Islamic civilization. Their control over the 
media in particular — especially over the ever-present satellite channels - 
pushes for the westernization of young Muslims and for the transforma
tion of their culture into a purported global youth culture. The invasion of 
Muslim personal space in the name of cultural freedom and entertainment 
was not possible before the advent of these mainly unregulated channels.

A second factor is the rise of the Gulf on the world stage, a phenomenon 

entirely due to the massive financial surpluses which are accumulating in 
the region: the figures, in absolute or real terms, dwarf all other previous 

oil booms. The combined oil-exporting revenues of the Gulf Cooperation 
Council countries (GCC) in 2007 approached $400 billion. By 2020, the oil 
windfall to these countries could exceed $9 trillion.21 These funds are 
unprecedented and have made the GGC countries a global financial 
powerhouse^ But the utilization of these official resources to further the 
integration of the Muslim world or the underpinning of a new currency 
(or payments medium) is simply not on the cards. In fact the opposite is 
likely to happen: the finances of these countries will be even more inter
linked with the global financial order. The travesty of ‘Islamic’ banking has 
already been alluded to. It will simply not be possible to make these Islamic 
institutions the cornerstone of a new Islamic financial order. A large-scale 
diversification of the foreign assets of these countries from the main 
currency blocs is not possible either. According to the most recent data, 
western currencies (including the yen) account for over 95 per cent of the 
official assets of the GCC countries, with the dollar alone accounting for 
57 per cent of the official assets. The huge surpluses of the GCC countries 
will be ‘sterilized’ in terms of their effect on the distribution of power in 
the world. They may in fact be put to use to integrate the GCC countries 
further into the global economic order and to remove any possibility of 
the GCC acting as the fulcrum of a revitalized Islamic economic bloc. The 
possibility of oil revenues filtering to the poor of the Islamic world, or 
providing the wherewithal to revivify Islamic cultural life, is remote 
indeed.

The third factor is the decisive entry of the US into the affairs of the 
Islamic world, which has been justified on national security grounds in the 
wake of the 9/11 attacks. This factor has combined with the other elements 
to create a powerful momentum towards redefining the Islamic cultural, 
social, and even religious landscape. The US is now devoting considerable 
resources to moulding the world of Islam. Its efforts include democracy
building and supporting civil society groups which broadly advocate 
western values, women’s rights movements, the educational reform of the 
madrassa system, and even Sufi movements which are seen as religiously
ecumenical. There is a spate of programmes specifically for the Arab world, 
which include the promotion of private universities modelled after 
American liberal arts colleges: the so-called ‘American University’ move
ment A number of these are now operating in the GCC, and a new univer
sity has been founded in Iraq. All these have clearly developed as an 
alternative to the dysfunctional and overcrowded state universities, and they 
aim to graduate students steeped in the verities of a secular and liberal
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democracy; they will provide the new governing and commerdal elites. 
These universities cannot be compared to the historical American University 
of Beirut (AUB) and the American University in Cairo (AUC), which were 
founded in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries by Protestant 
missionaries. Although these two universities were pioneers in bringing 
liberal arts education to the Middle East, they were not part of any overt 
plan to secularize the Middle East or to give its graduates any political or 
cultural orientation. In fact, a number of their graduates, especially those of 
the AUB, were luminaries in the national and radical movements of the area.

All of these currents can best be seen in the progress of the hyper-modem 
cities of the Gulf, which have become aspirational models and destination 
targets for the thrusting middle classes of the area. Rampant commer
cialism, brand worship, gigantism, strict class segregation and a calendar of 
‘festivals’ and ‘events’ designed by marketers have conspired to develop a 
nightmarish vision of the city, a vision which is entirely antithetical to the 
ideals of the Islamic city. It is, as the urban critic Mike Davis has termed it, 
a place where ‘Speer meets Disney on the shores of Arab/.22 These fantasy 
cities are not some blips on Islam’s radar screens — as they most certainly 
were a few decades ago. In the middle of the twentieth century the coastal 
cities of the Gulf were, at best, minor fishing and pearl-diving villages, 
with a few smugglers’ coves interspersed in between. Some countries such 
as Oman, of course, had an illustrious history and presided over large 
maritime empires, which encompassed parts of East Africa. But by that 
time they were well away from Islam’s heartlands. However, with the advent 
of massive oil revenues, the newly sovereign countries of the Gulf became 
a clean slate upon which a new Islamic urban order, unconstrained by 
inadequate financial resources, could be built. Post-oil rulers of the first 
generation were cautious and deliberate in their decisions, mindful of 
the traditions of their people and the legacy of Islam. But, by the 1990s, 
the modest and measured rule which marked these countries gave way 
to the abandonment of their past and the extraordinary embrace of an 
extreme, even outlandish, form of edgy and frantic capitalism. It is in this 
respect that the example of the Gulf's cities is likely to be instructive to the 
rest of the Islamic world. For, behind the sanitized and formalistic protesta
tions of loyalty to Islam, a new challenge is arising that pits the advantages 
of embracing ‘globalization’ - even in this weird form - against a historically

determined, or traditional, form of Islamic civilization. And the challenge 
is being championed by the most powerful concentrations of wealth 
anywhere in the Muslim world.

The reality of the matter is that this model of garish opulence and the 
flaunting of wealth, status and privilege seem to attract a significant part of 
the Muslim world’s aspiring classes. Dubai in particular has become a 
magnet for hundreds of thousands of Iranians, Arabs and Pakistanis seeking 
the good life and hoping to emulate this pattern in their own native coun
tries. The Dubai ‘brand’ is now an exportable commodity, with large 
numbers of cities such as Islamabad, Karachi, Cairo, Casablanca and beyond 
giving way to the gated communities and expensive high rise apartment 
blocks which are a feature of the ‘Dubai experience’.

In feet some of the larger developers in the Gulf countries, for instance the 
Emaar Group, are now international in their scope and have a special focus 
on the Islamic world. Their mission is to bring the patterns of Dubai’s devel
opment to the teeming countries of the Muslim world, where, in spite of the 
endemic poverty of the masses, they are deemed to have sufficient support 
from the ambitious middle classes to warrant these expensive developments. 
A new cycle is beginning in these cities of the Muslim world. Here it is not 
the foreigners and colonizers who seek to distance themselves from the life 
of the city, but rather the newly rich and aspiring natives. In and of itself, it 
is not reprehensible to want to escape the poverty, filth and misery of the 
decrepit neighbourhoods of Islam’s cities. Rather, the issue is what type of 
future this escape is leading to, and what it portends for the civilization as 
a whole.

The omens are certainly not good. The branded developments in which 
the new Muslim urban elites dwell bear no relationship to the ideals 
of the Islamic city. They are conceived on the basis of exclusion, isolation 
and fear. The ridiculous names of these developments (‘The Lagoons’; 
‘Fortuna Towers and Residences’; ‘The Villas at Bay Village’) are nearly 
all drawn from American real-estate marketing manuals. They play at 
inventing a sense of community, but in reality are nothing of the sort. The 
odd mosque which is plonked in the middle of these arid developments is 
neither welcoming nor in use - except possibly by the army of servants and 
domestics who keep these fantasies going. There is no community, because 
people have chosen, or have been persuaded, to huddle together as a class 
or as a status group. Invariably, access to these developments is severely 
restricted through sophisticated passes, surveillance methods and 24-hour 
patrols and security. A ‘Southern California’ lifestyle is touted as the
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answer to the anxieties and fears of the middle classes, eager as they ate 
escape the crowds and clamour of the city.

The combination of gated communities, giant shopping malls and 
physically isolated workplaces creates an environment which has eroded 
the forms and function of the Islamic city even further. More importantly 
these features will eliminate the possibility of an alternative way of life 
as people become literally imprisoned in a process which has its own 
dynamics. This dynamic is not so much about the acceptance of the 
inevitability of a homogenized and globalized world as the complete 
failure of imagination on the part of Muslims to construct a future which 
might address their living concerns while remaining loyal to their legacy. 
Few middle-class Muslims appreciate the fact that the choices they make 
will inevitably impact on their values and create new realities for subse
quent generations.

The irony is that this Oppressive modernity is wholeheartedly embraced 
by many fundamentalists who fancy themselves as technologically sophis
ticated or, in their own parlance, ‘scientific’. Fundamentalists frequently 
use the epithet ‘scientific’ to attribute a gloss of rationalist finality to their 
argument. Not a few of the fundamentalist ulemas in the Gulf and else
where have acted as handmaidens to power. Sitting in their giant air- condi
tioned mega-mosques, with the full panoply of up-to-date audio-visuals 
and a Constant coverage by the satellite channels, they fulminate against 
modern ways. The preservation of what is traditional and authentic in 
Islamic art and architecture has fallen to a small band of pioneering archi
tects and town planners who have risen to the challenge of criticizing the 
effects of modern technology and globalization on the patterns of living in 
Islamic cities.

The Egyptian Hassan Fathy, whose productive period spanned the 
decades between the 1960s and 1980s, was one of the first architects of the
modern era to use traditional building materials, methods and concepts in 
his residential designs and plans for new villages.23 His main concern was 
to ensure that the functions and forms of his buildings conformed to the 
demands of an Islamic society: privacy and protection for the family 
home; the use of courtyards and reception areas; the dependence on 
natural ventilation and traditional building materials. The principles that 
Fathy laid down for the revival of architecture and town planning in the 
Islamic world became a leitmotif for the generation that followed in his 
wake. In many ways, his concerns predated a great deal of the present 
preoccupation with environmental issues, a human scale for building, 

appropriate technology and building techniques, an orientation towards 
the community and its needs, and the essential value and role of tradition. 
To Fathy, tradition was not a mechanical repetition or replication of the 
past; it was a cyclical renewal of life and an ongoing evolution. It also 
connected the present with a past which had been disrupted both by the 
intrusion of alien forms and by the advent of the industrial age. His 
followers, including Abd el-Wahid al-Wakil, have continued and advanced 
Fathy’s work, but have not been able to dent significantly the headlong 
rush into the post-modern wildernesses of the new urban realities.

The revival of traditional Islamic arts and building methods has been a 
spotty affair. In fact, until very recently, the only institution of note to teach 
and train in the traditional Islamic arts was one which had been founded by
the Prince of Wales, in London, as part of the prince’s School of Traditional 
Arts. No university in the Islamic world provides a specific degree in tradi
tional Islamic architecture, so complete has been the domination of western 
concepts of design and building. A small reaction to the virtual disappear
ance of teaching the traditional skills and crafts does appear to be in the 
works, but it is clearly insufficient to overturn the years of willful neglect 
and marginalization of traditional Islamic arts and architecture.

Muslims have distanced themselves to such an extent from their own 
civilizational roots that it becomes ever more difficult to recreate the
bases of their former unique world. In science, technology, and even in 
the arts, the overlay of decades - and now centuries — of modern norms 
has drastically curtailed the element of continuity with the past. When 
Muslims talk about Islamic science, they have in mind the medieval al- 
Khawarizmi or Ibn al-Haytham, and not some contemporary figure with 
whom they can identify. In technology, they marvel at some ingenious 
contraption of long ago, but their world is dominated by the manufac
tured goods of the modern industrial age. The mighty buildings of the 
great Ottoman architect Mimar Sinan stand in contrast to the mediocre 
and unpleasant structures which have so much degraded the environment 
of Islamic cities. Crafts die, markets sink into decrepitude and the Muslim 
home is no longer defined by the needs of the extended family. The 
physical world is rearranged so as to accommodate the motorcar, and, if 
western cities turn part of their historical centres over to pedestrians, 
Muslim cities will still elect to drive huge boulevards into their historical 
centres. If tradition is of any interest to the avant-garde of the Muslim 
world, this is simply in terms of its commercial value. The rehabilitation of 
some of the old structures of Islamic cities has more to do with their
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potential as restaurants or night clubs than with the genuine desire to 
revive their former usages.

The idea that Islamic civilization is based not only on outer forms but on 
an inner reality that has spiritual, metaphysical and even cosmological 
aspects to it is lost to many. A huge collective effort is now needed simply 
to stop the destruction of the vestiges of Islamic civilization, but it is 
unclear whether this will be forthcoming. In the final analysis, Muslims 
must understand that the revival of their civilization is not simply about the 
rediscovery of an outer piety or conduct and behaviour. Science and tech
nology are not value-free. Neither is a world built around their demands. 
One cannot revive traditional building methods if there are powerful 
commercial interests invested in the cement industry. Neither can one

us

CHAPTER 11

The Last Crisis

construct cities and neighbourhoods conducive to the community spirit if 
the cityscape is dominated by modern towers of Babel which aggressively 
flaunt their disdain or disregard for Islamic norms of life.

Islam has entered the world a stranger. And it will return a stranger
Saying of the Prophet Muhammad: Abu Naim al-Isfahani, 

Hilyat al-Awliya wa Tabaqat al-Asfiya (Dar-al-Rayan Pubishers: 
Beirut, 1987), Vol. II, p. 10.

For centuries, the civilization of Islam has been buffeted by powerful 
adverse currents which have succeeded in draining its vitality and have 
gradually whittled it down to a shadow of its former self. The most 
disturbing, far-reaching, and possibly fatal of these currents have been the 
panoply of disruptive forces associated with the imperial expansion of the 
West into Muslim lands and with the blast of modernity that accompanied 
it A third giant wave, that of globalization, different in form from the 
mainly political and military challenges of the past, is now cresting over 
the world of Islam. The global reach of impersonal forces has not spared 
Muslims or Muslim countries. These forces have rendered ambiguous the 
traditional boundaries between cultures and civilizations. The informa- 
don explosion, global economic integration and the spread of mass media 
are all examples of powerful currents which ignore or circumvent civiliza
tional frontiers. The demand for a continuous improvement in the 
economic lot of people is now almost universal. Technological prowess, 
economic vitality and increasing standards of living are what mostly deter
mine the rankings of nations and peoples, to which might be added the 
culture of democracy and rights. Muslims and the civilization they created 
have been hurled into these turbulent and unfamiliar waters. Islam as a
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religion and Islamic civilization as the world which Muslims have created 
and in which they have lived have been tested for their validity, adapt, 
ability and ability to hold on to the loyalty of Muslims.

The ferment in the Islamic world over the past two hundred years has 
been symptomatic of the deep-seated anxieties which have accompanied 
these disruptive forces. The three broad cycles which have marked this
period — the shock of modernity, the effective break with the past, and the 
counter-revolution which these have inspired - have led to profound 
changes in the way Muslims understand and even practice their faith. 
However, while the faith has proved resilient in its ability to confront and 
resolve the challenges coming its way, the fate of the civilization itself gives 
far less cause for optimism. Though religion is the defining feature of 
Islamic civilization and its main drive, it is not its entirety. It is the other 
props of the civilization that have atrophied and died. Islamic civilization is 
now nearly bereft of most of the vital elements that had previously given it 
coherence and meaning. Whatever has remained is now undergoing its last 
crisis. Islamic civilization will either suffer the fate of previous world civiliza
tions, which have disappeared as living entities, or will find within itself the 
capability to redefine the meaning of civilized life and to metamorphose in 
ways now not entirely evident.

The Last Crisis

No one can dismiss the fervour and commitment with which Muslims at
large have tried to grapple with the myriad issues their civilization had to 
contend with in the recent past. Equally striking, however, is the absence of 
any continuity or depth to the various reforms and modernizing schemes 
that have marked Islam’s response to the waves of change engulfing it. The 
short-lived period when traditionalists were still in control ended with the 
total defeat of these champions of Islam and in their banishment or death. 
The likes of Abd el-Qadir, the Sanussiya of Libya and Imam Shamil disap
peared into memory. Their hopeless jihads may have kindled a romantic 
yearning for epic deeds unsullied by modern ways, but it was their very 
traditionalism that was held to be responsible for their ultimate defeat.
Modernists such as Afghani, Abduh and Ridha neither upgraded the 
capacity of Islam to respond to the encroachments of the West nor 
succeeded in harmonizing their version of Islam with the precepts of the 
modem order. In the end, some of them such as Ridha would turn against 
the ideals of a "reformed" Islam and opt for the purer, Salafi variety as the 

only way to revive the world of Islam. Secularists who had the run over the 
lands of Islam for nearly fifty years were equally unable to refashion their 
societies in the European secular mould. Religion did not vanish from their 
societies in spite of the often draconian measures to eliminate its presence.

Neither has the effort of the last two or three decades to create the bases 
of a new Islamic civilization been any more successful. The constant 
degrading of the main tenets of Islamic civilization has continued apace, 
in spite of the heroic and often solitary attempts to fashion a new under
standing of the wellsprings of Islamic civilization and to create the circum
stances and opportunities for its regeneration. Bennabi’s critique of 
Islamic civilization left little in the form Of a determined programme to 
reverse the pernicious effects of centuries of stasis of the vitality and 
creativity of Muslims. The Islamization-of-knowledge movement, which 
was pioneered by al-Attas, al-Faruqi and others, has sputtered on with a 
few ambitious publications on ‘Islamizing’ social sciences. Their effects 
have been marginal. Liberal reformers of the religion have basically 
conceded the argument that Muslims are best served if they assume the 
democratic and liberal verities of the West as their own. Islamic science has 
gone the way of Islamic architecture, Islamic city planning, Islamic medi
cine and Islamic economics. It is either spoken of in the past tense or it 
stumbles along with a few adherents and with little or no vitality.

As each aspect of Islamic civilization has withered away, the remaining 
few necessarily assume greater significance and increasingly become its 
defining features. The cultures of Islam continue. They are increasingly 
parochial and national, linked to racial or ethnic identities and loyalties 
rather than manifestations of a universal civilization. The formerly 
universal Islamic civilization is now reduced to two elements that still retain 
a real vitality and can cross the frontiers of nations and peoples: the reli
gious world of the faithful and pious and the political world of power and 
government. For many people these become the only extant routes through 
which Islamic civilization may yet be recreated.

The spiritual or the inner lives of Muslims have shrunk in favour of an 
Islam based on rules and rituals. Both political Islam and the various 
fundamentalist orthodoxies privilege the outer forms of piety and obser
vance as a confirmation of the existence of an Islamic basis to society. So do 
the various autocracies and pseudo-democracies that rule in the Muslim 
world. It is easy to burnish one’s Islamic credentials by building giant 
mosques and by ostentatiously celebrating the various festivals of Islam. 
The spread of Quranic channels and religious programmes is another

•J



252 The Crisis of Islamic Civilization The Last Crisis 253

aspect of the concern with the outer manifestations of Islamism. They are 
improbable platforms for the rediscovery of the inner ethics from which a 
new civilizational impulse can originate. Secularists in the Muslim world 
tend to be frightened by these outer forms of Islamic observance, seeing in 
them the thin edge of the wedge for the imposition of full-blown Sharia 
law, if Islamists were to come to power. Sharia law merely compounds secu
larists’ anxieties about the dangers inherent in a creeping ‘Islamization’ of 
society. Secularists see both as merely way stations to the dismantling of the 
modern social and cultural mores adopted by many Muslims. Sharia law is 
seen to restrict radically the possibility of a modern lifestyle. But 
conformity to a supposedly Islamic outer norm — such as that manifested 
in forcing or cajoling women to wear headscarves in public - cannot be the 
way to reconstruct a civilization, although many would combine the two, 
and see one as a precondition for the other.

There are few signs that the outer aspects of Islamic observance are under 
threat. There is no crisis of religious belief in Islam comparable to the one 
that has affected, say, Christianity in western Europe. Mosques are not closing 
down because of a lack of custom; neither has religion been effectively 
banned from the public space. Allegiance to Islam has not only survived the 
modem period but has in fact strengthened. But this is a long way from 
asserting that the seeds for a rebirth of Islamic civilization are there simply 
because most Muslims continue to exhibit an extraordinary commitment to 
their religion. The last crisis of Islamic civilization - the one that will put a 
definitive end to the civilizational cycle which began with the establishment 
of Islam as a distinct cultural, political and religious community - will not 
come from the mass abandonment of religious faith. The fortunes of Islamic 
civilization are linked more to the success or demise of political Islam.

The politicization of Islam and its turning into an ideology for 
achieving power is an undoubted pivotal change that has influenced the 
course of Muslim life and civilization in modem times. However, when 
Islamists proclaim that Islam ‘is a total way of life’, what they really mean 
is that Islamic forms should shroud the modern world. There is no serious
questioning about the underlying conceptual framework of this world.
The high ground of implicitly acknowledging the authority of the modern 
framework has already been conceded. The introduction of Sharia, for
example, becomes a mechanism by which outer Islamic forms are 
sustained and sanctioned. In fact Islamists proclaim their belief in a‘scien
tific’ and progressive Islam as a badge of honour, implicitly adopting the 
world view of science and the merits of unrestricted technological change.

if
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They frequently use their ‘rationalist’ credentials to advance their claim 
that they can manage state and society more effectively than others.

In power, it is unlikely that Islamists will generate a new dynamic in 
Islamic civilization. The claim to see the outer world in an entirely different 
light rings hollow if one has accepted the underlying assumptions of the 
modern world. The evolution of modernity owes virtually nothing to 
Islam, and Islamists have proved utterly indifferent to alternative forms of 
modernity which are being explored by many groups in the world. It is rela
tively simple to ban the consumption of alcohol or to change the penal 

Je$ in the name of the Sharia; it is an entirely different matter to conceive 
of an alternative way of ordering people’s lives, or of radically changing 
people’s sense of values. The success of political Islam may, paradoxically, 
prove to be the last crisis of Islamic civilization. For it will remove, once and 
for all, the possibility that the political route could ever be the basis for reju
venating or refashioning the elements of a new form of Islamic civilization.

The turn to violence and terror by a small part of the Islamist move
ment, especially its signature mass murders of innocent civilians, is 
another decisive break with Islam’s civilizational legacy. Islam’s detractors 
make the claim that there is a linear connection between the two best
known terrorist phenomena in Islamic history — the Khawarij and the 
medieval sect of ‘Assassins’ - and their modern day equivalent. This is to 
stretch the connection to a breaking point. One, the Khawarij, reaches to 
the early years of Islam’s foundation, to the wars between Ali and Muawiya 
for control over the caliphate. The other connection, with the Assassins, is 
superficially more justifiable. They were possibly the first such movement 
to use terror in a systematic way to achieve political ends. As for their 
modern counterparts, they have relied on angry and disaffected individ
uals to forge a violent and disciplined organization, driven by a messianic 
ideology. But the Assassins were defeated when their final strongholds

terrorism vanished from the world of Islam until very recent times. The 
latter-day terrorists of al-Qaeda and other jihadi organizations can as 
easily be connected to the nihilist and terrorist movements of Tsarist 
Russia, or to the post-war groups that blurred the boundaries between 
legitimate national and social liberation struggles and terrorism, whether 
in Indo-Ghina, Sri Lanka, Palestine, Peru, Algeria or Southern Africa.

The turn to violence from extreme Islamist groups is also symptomatic 
of an inability to address the problems of the Islamic world in the context 
of the traditional legacy of Islam. When all of Islamdom is seen to have
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surrendered to the ways of the modern world, the only open route toe^ 
change becomes the political. When, for whatever reason, this is blocked, 
the recourse to violence becomes almost inevitable. But this is self, 
contradictory. The tabula rasa that extreme Islamists expect to find after 
their ‘victory’ is based on the denial of the existence of any vital aspects to 
Islam’s legacy at present. In many ways, therefore, the recourse to terrorism 
in the name of a grand civilization confirms the disappearance of that 
civilization from the consciousness of the terrorists and their supporters. 
The last crisis of Islamic civilization are upon us.

Private Faith: Public Religiosity

Terrorists who use Islam as a political ideology and as a cover for their 
activities will probably be defeated in the near future. The combination 
of US military power and the national security and military apparatus 
of a range of countries will prevail over the threats posed by the likes of al- 
Qaeda and its jihadi offshoots. The political course of Islam will then 
revolve around two possible outcomes. The first are the on/off attempts to 
shrink Islam and relegate it to the private sphere and to resist or reject its 
spread, even in symbolic matters, into the political domain. In nations of 
the Muslim world where secularism has put down deep roots, whether 
Turkey or the former Soviet Central Asian republics, the public domain 
will not easily be given over to Islam. The electoral success of the Muslim 
democratic AK Party in Turkey has been met by a powerful counter
response from the secular establishment entrenched in the state bureau
cracy and in the judiciary. The fracas over the wearing of headscarves by 
women students inside university campuses is an example of this. The AK 
Party used its huge parliamentary majority to reverse the ban on the 
wearing of head-scarves, only to see the state prosecutor counter with a 
lawsuit which demanded the dissolution of the party and the banning of 
its leaders — including the country's president and prime minister. 
Similarly, the fierce response by the leaders of Azerbaijan, Uzbekistan and 
Turkmenistan to any overt public manifestation of anything but a sani
tized Islam is a reminder that decades of Soviet rule and Tsarist tutelage 
have created a powerful political class determined to keep Islam at bay

In many of the democracies of western Europe a strong current is 
building up to reverse the multiculturalism which was the hallmark of 

post-war policies geared towards Muslim and other minorities. These 
policies by and large allowed the expression of Islamic sentiment and 

allegiance at the public level. Starting with the French ban on wearing 
head-scarves by Muslim schoolchildren, the new current has now 
extended to a variety of other aspects of public life for which exceptions 
were made or special privileges were allowed for the benefit of Muslims. 
Even in Britain, which still clings to a frayed version of multiculturalism, 
there are now serious doubts about the wisdom of allowing for Muslim 
‘exceptionalism’ in social policies. For example, public outrage met the 
Archbishop of Canterbury’s thoughtful comments about the possibility of 
adjusting family law for British Muslims so as to accommodate the Sharia’s 
rulings on these matters. At the same time, there are now serious efforts, 
both in western Europe and in Turkey, to encourage a new reading of the 
Sharia, designed specifically to generate a ‘moderate’ version of the faith.

The ultimate purpose of the secularization of Islam would be to reduce its 
domain to the private sphere, as an individual faith, or at best a community 
faith. It might inform an individual’s actions and decisions, but Islam will not 
form the basis of any ordering of society or politics. This will bring Islam to 
the same condition that other, non-established religions have in the modem 
world. In time, the singularity of Islam will disappear, and with it any possi
bility of its outer expression having any serious impact on the world at lar ge. 
Islam would then lose whatever claim it might have to be the incubator of a 
unique form of a future civilization. Individual Muslims would then partici
pate in a world which would carry no imprint of their religion. They might 
still daim the historical civilization of Islam as their patrimony, but Islam as 
such would not feature in the structuring of the outer world they dwell in. 
The world would have moved on, being driven by other forces, with which 
Islam has only a distant and tangential relation. Islam might influence indi
viduals either as a moral guide or as a source of inspiration — for example, in 
specific art forms such as calligraphy or building decoration — but it will no 
longer define the Muslims’ universe. A secularized Islam destroys the essen
tial balance, inherent to Islam, between the individual and the collective.

The Islamization of public life in a large number of Muslim countries 
provides an opposite set of problems for the prospects for Islam as a civiliza
tion. The identification of the state with increased religiosity in the Muslim 
world has led to the adoption of official policies to promote the role of Islam 
in public life. However, this has been restricted to outer aspects such as reli
gious observance and the encouragement of widespread conformity to an 
officially sanctioned form of Islam. The status of ulemas is enhanced; the 
patterns of the workplace are changed to accommodate the times of prayer; 
subtle pressures are applied to enforce a dress code on women; religious
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terms and invocations are included in all official functions. All these 
combine to create a powerful image of a society in which Islam is not only 
honoured but privileged. But these are, at best, incidental to the issue at 
hand; and, at worse, they produce a false appreciation of the significance of 
the Islamization of public life. Ostentatiously loud calls to prayer in the 
middle of a glittering shopping mall or supermarket cannot disguise the real 
fact that the markets people visit daily now follow models drawn from 
outside of Islam. Most banks in the Muslim world now have a special room 
for offering prayers. The irony is lost on most people that the very existence 
of interest-based financial institutions is deeply problematic in Islam. 
Adding a prayer room may be a sop to the religious sensibilities of the 
employees, but it does not eliminate the obvious contradiction. Encouraging 
women to wear the head-scarf as a sign of modesty and religious observance 
is completely negated by the spread of the designer hijab as a fashion state
ment. These conflicts and contradictions abound, but they only help to 
disguise the almost universal acknowledgement - albeit implicit - that the 
sources and models of change and development in these societies are now 
almost entirely based on standards that are incidental to Islam.

It is also unclear how the adoption of Sharia law will advance the cause of 
recreating the foundations of a new Islamic civilization. Sharia might allow 
Muslims to order their outer affairs and transactions according to a system 
that still commands a powerful legitimacy and has many adherents - 
possibly most of the world’s Muslims. Many see it as the best chance for 
Muslim countries to eliminate despotic power and live under a legitimate 
rule of law. Recent surveys indicate that a good majority in countries as 
diverse as Egypt, Pakistan, and Jordan want Sharia as their only source of 
legislation.1 Notwithstanding the immense problems in establishing the full 
gamut of Sharia law in countries and societies which have lived for decades 
outside of it, the issue of Sharia law affects only one aspect of Islamic civiliza
tion: the institutional framework of law-making, justice, politics and govern
ment. These issues are immensely significant, no doubt, but they are not the 
entire story of Islamic civilization. Sharia rule in Muslim countries might re
mould the forms in which some aspects of modern life is conducted, but it 
will not necessarily produce a new Islamic civilizational force.

manifestations. In many ways this would be a betrayal of Muslims’ legacy 
and a terrible failure of imagination. All the great religious traditions are
experiencing a reinvigorated engagement with the modern world — not so 
much to come to terms with it, but rather to address the huge range of
problems that have arisen precisely because of it. In this field, Islam is 
noted for its absence. Muslims are, at best, bystanders in the reat crises of
the modem era - from the environmental risks the planet is running to the 
problems of overpopulation, impoverishment and mass migration. The 
leadership in tackling these issues is left to others, while Muslims remain 
mostly mute and ineffectual. There are extraordinary social reformers 
and visionaries in the Muslim world, for instance Abd el-Sattar Edhi and 
his emergency medical services in Pakistan, or Muhammad Yunus, the 
founder of Bangladesh’s microfinance institution the Grameen Bank. 
However, these remain the exception rather than the rule.

But it is in these very areas that Islam can make a great impact on 
mankind as a whole and confirm its continuing relevance in the modern 
period. The fact that Islam did not participate in the evolution of moder
nity does not imply that it cannot participate, or even lead, in the resolu
tion of the crises which are plaguing the world by positing an alternative 
vision for the future. This vision would be drawn from Islam’s own essence 
as a religion, as a spiritualized world view and as a metaphysics which 
emphasizes the element of balance in the ordering of the lives and rela
tionships of human beings. This aspect of Islam has been seriously over
looked in the modem period, as the Muslims have focused excessively on 
the issue of powerlessness and on the threats to the integrity of their reli
gion. A great number of the social, economic and environmental ills that 
affect the world are related to the imbalances which have become intrinsic
to the prevailing order. The dire predictions of the past — from the 
Malthusian nightmare of an overpopulation facing finite resources to the 
1970s Club of Rome prognostications about the collapse of oil reserves — 
have so far proved to be baseless. Technological innovations and improve
ments in processes, techniques and management have played a crucial part 
in eliminating these risks, it is true, and technology may once again come
to the rescue of mankind’s excesses. But this time round the crisis is likely
to be more dreadful.

Islam and an Alternative Modernity

All this would seem to indicate that Muslims may have abandoned the 

creative role Islam can play in mapping out a path for the future in all its

There is growing recognition that over-reliance on technoloeical
advancement to resolve the outer manifestations of imbalances, without
tackling their fundamental causes, may have run its course. It is inconceiv
able, for example, that the entire world can attain the present standards of



258 The Crisis of Islamic Civilization The Last Crisis 259

consumption of the developed countries without a dramatic effect on the 
balance of resources, global warming and the distribution of wealth and 
income. If the entire population of China and India were to attain 
American standards of car ownership and energy consumption, the world’s 
present reserves of oil, coal and iron ore would probably disappear very 
shortly thereafter. The planet would gradually become uninhabitable as 
the world’s economic powers scramble to control its finite resources and 
demand the right to over-consume and over-exploit them. The economic 
growth that many developing countries have experienced over the past 
decade is at risk of being entirely wiped out by the sudden rise in 
commodity, raw material and fuel prices, and by the tsunami that has 
engulfed the global financial system. This augurs an increasing fragility and 
instability in the world economy. The situation cannot be rectified simply 
by assuming that market forces, by signalling the presence of scarcities and 
by directing resources to areas where these might represent a potential 
profit, will induce the requisite technological response to expand supply. 
The expectations of limitless material growth must be tempered by the 
imperative of managing the world’s resources in a fair way and providing 
reasonable opportunity for the world’s impoverished peoples to rise out of 
their unacceptable condition- The need to alter the perceptions and convic
tions of people about what constitutes the ‘good life’ therefore becomes 
almost a prerequisite to navigating through the crises the world is facing 
and to reaching a sustainable resolution for them.2

The stirrings of an alternative modernity are already evident. They go 
beyond the espousal by celebrities of fashionable global causes or the empty 
slogans which reduce the real distress of millions of people to the sound 
bites of marketers. The interconnectedness of things is becoming clearer as 
the world is knitted ever closer by the forces of globalization. Demand for 
fuel by very rapidly growing economies leads to sky-high oil prices; these 
prompt the developed world to push for bio-fuel subsidies; this in turn 
drives up worldwide grain prices; these cause food riots in poor countries;
while oil-producers with scant populations pile up huge cash hordes for 
which they have no earthly use. (Their native populations already enjoy 
huge personal incomes, guaranteed emplyoment, free education and 
healthcare, and subsidized housing, all financed by a fraction of the oil 
revenues.)

The economic growth which has accompanied globalization begins to lose 
its lustre if the benefits are disproportionately distributed. In a 2005 report, 
the UN estimated that the income of the fifty richest people on earth is 

greater than that of the 400 million poorest. The examples can be multiplied. 
The mass rejection, from the modem mind-set, of the cardinal virtues, not 
least wisdom and moderation, seems to be complete. But the world cannot 
anymore sustain the cult of the rampant individual, except at its peril. There 
are too many ‘externalities’ and costs for which other individuals, communi
ties and countries have to pay the price. The model of the Promethean man, 
heroically challenging the gods and brooking no limits to his desires and 
their fulfilment, has to come to an end. The rugged, autonomous individual 
so beloved by liberal philosophers and by Hollywood movies simply cannot 
exist outside the virtuous community. And Islam would add that neither the 
individual nor the society can be whole if they are not infused with the sense 
of the transcendent. The wheel returns full-circle.

The Nature of Islam’s Mystical Knowledge

The sense of the transcendent in Islam was always nurtured by the 
acknowledgement of the realities of mystical knowledge. The modern 
mind is sceptical and unable to grasp the Structures of mystical knowledge. 
The same scepticism, if not downright hostility, towards Islam’s legacy of 
mystical thought embraces modern-day Muslims, and this includes 
liberal, reformist or fundamentalist Muslims. Some formal lip-service may 
be paid to mystical knowledge, for no other reason than it belongs in the 
panoply of Islamic thought; it is in fact central to the understanding of 
Islam. The decline in the practice of Sufism and the distancing of the 
rationalizing Shia mujtahids from the esoteric aspects of Islam have 
pushed this knowledge to the outer periphery of Islamic consciousness. 
And it has remained there while Muslim intellectuals and scholars have 
tried reforming the Sharia or rationalizing Islamic consciousness as future 
pathways for Muslims.

There is, of course, a great deal of superstition, mythologizing and 
absurdities in the mystical currents in Islam, but these occur when tradition 
decays and loses its interpretative vitality. In a system of beliefs which rests 
ultimately on the human understanding of a divine text and on the revela
tory experience, inspiration is an authentic source of interpretation and 
validation. The unseen cannot be approached solely by reason and author
itative textual interpretations. The fact that this current, which recognizes 
the transcendent, has been degraded over time does not alter this truth.
Islam needs a new understanding of religion based on intuitive reasoning,
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So a spiritualized language for Islam is essential if the creative potential 
is to be regained. For all its eclecticism, Iqbal’s treatment of the dynamic 
self as seeking its freedom so as to perfect God’s attributes offers an 
example of the type of spiritualized terminology that can draw nearer two 
different and hitherto incompatible understandings of human freedom. 
Such terminology can combine the heroic with the ethical in the same 
individual. But the quest for a spiritualized language for Islam must leap 
across centuries, since Islamic reformers and thinkers have almost ignored 
the possibility of reviving the mystical side of Islam. Unlike the volumi
nous writings on reforming the Sharia or rationalizing Islam, a lexicon of 
modern Islamic gnosis simply does not exist. It needs to be almost rein
vented, as its categories, terms, concepts and meanings have languished 
except in very narrow philosophical circles and amongst a few of the 
cognoscenti who have a taste for this type of knowledge. It has not helped, 
either, that metaphysical Sufism, which is encompassed by this knowledge, 
has had a chequered history and is subject to periodic attacks from the 
clerical classes and the Wahhabi/Salafi community. But metaphysical 
Sufism can provide genuine insights into the nature of reality by culti
vating a spirituality of the imagination.

The western tradition has left the mystical tradition behind in its attempt 
to dominate nature, but the ‘imaginary’ continues to exert a powerful attrac
tion on the West, and not only through consciousness-raising methods 
such as meditation (or other self-awareness or self-realization techniques). 
The western experience has detached self-awareness from knowledge of God, 
partly because of the general hostility, suspicion and indifference to religious 
structures of thought. Self-knowledge movements have succeeded in 
attracting huge followings mainly because they do not claim to offer anything 
beyond the individual’s own self-improvement through the adoption and 
practice of certain techniques. They have no serious social or collective effect 

The revival of the inner dimensions of Islam cannot be restricted to 
being simply a matter of method and technique, or the elaboration of an 
ideology of metaphysical spirituality. Knowledge of God is at the heart of 
the Islamic Sufi tradition, and its ‘modernization’ must acknowledge the 
prior existence of a visionary realm, where God’s reality is also manifested. 
Access to, and understanding of, this realm has its own unique conceptual 
and linguistic tools and is essential for the evolution of this most ignored 
aspect of Islam.

The definition of Man in Islam’s mystical tradition starts with the recog
nition that human beings combine in their persons opposing characteristics.

Humans are spiritual as well as corporeal; luminous and dense; subtle and 
gross; creative and destructive. Which aspect prevails is directly related to the 
goals and choices that human beings assign for themselves as they progress 
through life. They start in a condition of ignorance, but can realize a poten
tial for knowledge; they may be despicable and mean, but have the capability 
of being generous and magnanimous. Their beginning and end is deter
mined by the inevitability of certain death, but also by the choices they make 
between their caprices and desires on the one hand and the attainment of 
God’s attributes on the other. On the one hand, a human being is no 
different from an animal; on the other, he or she can aspire to the highest 
forms of knowledge. The range of options is infinite, as are the possible 
outcomes; but the true seeker knows that, in the end, perfecting the qualities 
of God within oneself is the sole purpose of existence.

These qualities or attributes are built in, as it were, into human primor
dial nature, a type of spiritual DNA. It is only by actualizing these qualities 
in an arc of spiritual ascent during one’s lifetime that human beings can 
partake in the fullness of existence. Achieving such states, or doing good, 
becomes a fundamental part of realizing the potentially divine within the 
human being. This is the definition of what constitutes a full human being 
(rather than solely the sentient and rational being of the humanists or the 
philosophers). These traits cannot be acquired, since they are already 
there, inside. Virtues are not immutable ethical principles that co-exist 
alongside human beings. They represent the essence of the encounter 
between Man and God, and they are the bridge that connects the human 
with the divine. But, while they are imprinted into the fabric of a human 
being, they stay latent until they are activated by the individual’s striving 
to realize and perfect them. Ethical action, therefore, is not divinely 
ordained; rather, the divine reality is reached through ethical action. If one 
seeks to reach God, then one must act ethically.

The ethics of spiritualized Islam are based on a foundation of courtesy 
and modesty; courtesy towards the names and attributes of God, modesty 
in terms of the individual’s affirmation that these traits are God’s alone. A
person can aspire to perfect them, but their full measure will always belong 
to God alone. Some of God’s attributes cannot be reproduced in the 
human - for instance, His oneness or His everlastingness. Others are, such 
as mercy, compassion, gentleness and beauty. Courtesy regarding God’s 
attributes also implies recognition of their hierarchical nature: mercy 
precedes wrath; knowledge precedes action, and so on. The significance of 
courtesy lies in its being not only a guide to human action but also in its 
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scaling of justice where fairness, clemency and punishment must be 
balanced appropriately.

Nevertheless, the moral drive which generates the actions of the ethical 
human being cannot be left unregulated and entirely answerable to reason 
or whim. The Sharia — in the broadest sense of the word - becomes the 
means to effect a true and lasting guidance for the ethical individual. The 
word ‘Sharia’ is derived from the Arabic root word shaf, which means road
or path; so the Sharia is, etymologically, the pathway to guidance and 
felicity. For the spiritualized Muslim, the Sharia is not limited to formal 
rules and strictures. It is the path of prophets, messengers and friends of 
God. They have mapped the right roads to follow and the wrong roads to 
avoid. In fact, the search for the correct path to follow is an inner, primor
dial impulse that exists alongside the latent noble character traits of God 
in the human being. It must also emerge as part of the full spiritual flow
ering of a human being. Man seeks justice to perfect God’s trait of being 
the All-Just, but must also seek the correct course through the minefields 
of the outer world. Human beings can easily be overwhelmed and 
surrender to the turmoil in the outer world, where conflict, doubt, uncer
tainty and ambiguity seem to prevail.

The Decay of Islamic Spirituality

The erosion of ethical consciousness in Muslims is due to the weakening of 
systems which nurtured and protected this consciousness. Apart from the 
bedrock of the Muslim family, which always acted as the upholder and 
transmitter of ethical traditions, the social organizations of Muslims at 
work and worship were also instrumental in providing the scaffolding for 
their ethical universe. These organizations were not entirely Sufi in form, 
but most had incorporated the significance of perfecting moral character
istics, though in a vague and unsystematic manner. The remnants of the 
natural courtesy, generosity and concern for others that are still evident in 
certain urban classes in the Muslim world are a faint echo of that wide
spread condition well into recent times. The disorientation resulting from 
an opposition between the requirements for success (or just survival) in the 
modern world and the need to maintain an inner moral balance demanded 
by the religion of Islam has not been successfully mediated. The outer rules 
of the Sharia - whether modernized or not - or the acceptance of modem

compass which can keep Muslims on an even keel. The imbalance

frequently leads to despair and violence, or to a lingering sense of personal 
betrayal of one’s traditions and values. Nihilism, reactionary thinking and 
rigid conservatism are bom out of this anxious state of being.

The conservatives, modernists and rationalists in Islam have always 
looked askance at the spiritual quest of individual Muslims. When seen 
through the prism of the rationalists, mysticisim is a false system of 
thought based on superstition, hallucinations, mythologizing and unsub
stantiated states and experiences which border on the insane. Modernists 
see in the aspects of folk Islam the worse kind of primitiveness, mass 
indoctrination and reasons for a severe embarrassment to their claims of 
Islam’s compatibility with the modern world. Political Islamists follow in 
the queue of their virulent anti-Sufi predecessors and see in the traditional 
orders vestiges of antique systems which often follow hereditary leaders 
and stand in the way of their own totalizing ideologies. Conservatives are 
fearful of the claim to an inner authority, which supersedes the Sharia and 
may lead to lax religious practices and dissoluteness. The role of the 
guiding sheikh in the life of the Sufi orders also creates a parallel religious 
authority structure to the traditional ulema classes.

There was no doubt that the Sufi orders, with a few exceptions, atro
phied and sank far below their ideal, and there was an element of truth in 
all these critiques. Together they have seriously undermined the legitimacy 
and pertinence of the traditional Sufi orders — though not of Sufism as a 
reflector of the inner dimensions of Islam. Although the traditional Sufi 
orders may be well past their prime as a vehicle for spiritualizing the 
masses, the deeper yearning which they had earlier addressed still remains. 
In fact it may well have increased, as ex-Islamists join lapsed Muslims 
fleeing to avoid the ravages of modern hyper-competitive life and look for 
a home in the spiritual universe. The loss of an outer spiritual reality has 
not yet fully erased its inner consciousness.

However, the present age cannot easily admit to the validity of this type 
of knowledge and requires a confirmation that goes beyond the assertion of 
its traditional tenets. This applies to human beings generally and to modern 
Muslims in particular. The collapse of totalitarian systems has been equated 
with the victory of reason over irrationalism — what the social philosopher 
Karl Popper called ‘the most important intellectual, and perhaps even 
moral, issue of our time’: whether reason takes precedence over emotions 
and passions as the mainsprings of human action. The type of knowledge 
embodied in intuition, inspiration and guidance is firmly of the non- 
rational kind, one that cannot be subject to the empirical tests of scientific
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inquiry or to the rationalizing logic of the intellect. In consequence, it has 
been relegated to the outer circles of mystical pseudo-knowledge and 
denied legitimacy as a tool for understanding the world and humans’place 
in it. The prejudice runs deep and crosses cultures and civilizations.

Knowledge of the unseen in Islam is not a revolt against reason in the 
same manner, for example, like racist or nationalist philosophies. It never 
claims to have the total truth but only one aspect of it, whose mastery is 
necessary in order to complete the human potential to understand the 
divine. The mysticism which the rationalists scoff at aims to establish the 
validity of this form of knowledge. It is placed in the same category as, for 
example, Platonic idealism, and is dismissed as an escapist fantasy with no 
bearing on humanity’s condition or travails. Islamic spirituality is not an 
exclusivist matter, in spite of the claims of some savants and mystics that 
it is indeed a superior form of knowledge. No true master of the path 
would make such a claim. It is a knowledge for which certain people have 
a profound taste, but their commitment to it does not necessarily lead to 
their denial of other forms of knowledge.

The western bias against irrational thinking, into which mystical knowl
edge is lumped, is based on the latter’s emotive and passionate content 
Once again, Islamic inner spirituality has little to do with emotion and 
passion, but a lot to do with the systematic striving for an understanding 
of the attributes of God and the imperative of moral conduct that such 
seeking generates. The outer forms of the ecstatic states of the Sufis may 
reflect an inner ‘drunkenness’, a spiritual intoxication, but this is not 
the path towards knowledge of God. It may lead to the experience of 
the unseen, but this is a uniquely individual act, of little or no social 
consequence. True spiritual knowledge presupposes that individual self
realization is only a transit station to social action.

The Tripod of Islam

The three fields of knowledge in Islam - the knowledge of the inner way, 
the knowledge of outer realities and the knowledge that connects the two 
— meld into each other but maintain their distinctness. None can claim an 
exclusivity or priority over the other, and none by itself is capable of 
rendering or understanding the truth. The subtlety of this relationship is 
embedded in Islam, and, according to Islam, in all the great religious tradi
tions of mankind. All three balls have to be kept up in the air all the time. 
The comprehending, balanced and ethical human being realizes this in his

or her knowledge, conduct and actions. The system of argumentation 
which is critical of rational thinking may be valid for, or within, one aspect 
of the tripod of knowledge, but it dissolves the connecting thread between 
the three fields if it is given absolute precedence. This phenomenon is akin 
to the process of observation in quantum mechanical systems. The very 
act of observation or measurement changes the initial conditions of the 
system and renders the results incomplete or indeterminate. Isolating one 
of the tripods for critical investigation may yield results for that particular 
field of knowledge but not for the whole, unless knowledge of the whole 
infuses the process. Keeping one’s eye on one ball while being aware of the 
relative position of all three balls to each other keeps the system afloat.

The unifying tendencies of Islam are not the same as the grand totalizing 
schemes of philosophers or political theorists. Islam is not an ‘idea’ that can 
be put alongside others, such as the Platonic Ideals or the Hegelian Spirit or 
the Nation. Neither is it a rationalist perspective on man and society which 
might be compared and contrasted to other empirical or rationalist theories. 
Society has a reality in Islam, for example, and is not a set of interpersonal 
relationships based solely on the fact of individuals dealing with each other. 
The absurd statement of Margaret Thatcher, Britain’s prime minister in the 
1980s, that ‘... there is no such thing as society There are individual men 
and women, and there are families’, has no echo in Islam because, while 
partially true - all groups are composed of individuals — it destroys that truth 
by conflating an aspect of it with the whole. Similarly, a collective or idealist 
definition of truth is necessarily incomplete, and can be often tyrannical. It 
destroys the possibility of an individual’s autonomy for freedom of action.

Islam’s would-be reformers have fallen into the very same trap when 
they focus on an aspect of Islam and claim that its overhaul, re-reading or 
reinterpretation will create the conditions for the elevation of Muslims. 
That does not invalidate the cr itical examination of Islam’s legacies but it 
limits its interpretative potential. Once this limited methodology for 
assessing Islam’s legacy becomes the norm, it will hold no brief for its 
better understanding or practice. Islam will cease to be the reality for 
Muslims and become yet another system of belief or reasoning. A knowl
edge, or at least an awareness, of the comprehensive nature of Islamic 
knowledge should be a precondition for the investigation of the nature of 
Islam. Al-Ghazzali understood this and tried to reflect it in his synthesis. 
Of course, the scope and scale of knowledge is vastly greater now than it 
was in the medieval Islamic period, but this does not vitiate the need to be 
aware of the present state of knowledge. In fact it makes it even more vital.
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However, the starting point for reinventing Islamic civilization must be 
the independent existence of a uniquely Islamic interpretation of the 
world, with an ethics rooted in the religion of Islam at the base of the 
rebirth of Islamic civilization. The nature of knowledge becomes not just 
a scholarly or philosophical subject but one that goes to the heart of the 
matter. A literalist faith almost automatically denies the validity of knowl
edge which emanates from traditions that do not acknowledge the same 
foundations. Islamic culture then becomes almost parasitic, unable to 
contribute to the betterment of humankind, yet a consumer of the prod
ucts and services of others while it smugly asserts its ‘superiority’.

This is not far from the vision — and reality - of the Salafist literalists and 
their jihadi fringe. A ‘liberal’ Islam, on the other hand, is a curious amalgam 
of western norms and values with their ever-changing composition and a 
private spirituality which follows, selectively, esoteric aspects of Islam. This 
kind of Islam is in reality a part of the western tradition - a religion that is 
not much different from the ‘westernization’ of other world faiths (for
instance, Buddhism in the West). It is unfortunate that such an Islam is 
frequently conflated with Sufism, which, in the West at least, has become an 
almost separate religion or cult, as its Sharia aspects are allowed to atrophy.

The Recovery of the Transcendent

Traditional Islam spoke of the three dimensions of the religion: Islam, 
Iman, Ihsan, that is, ‘good works’, ‘faith’ and the ‘perfection of qualities’ 
They are based on the Hadith of the Prophet’s encounter with Gabriel, 
from which also emerged the classic formulation of the ‘five pillars’ of 
Islam: prayer, fasting, zakat, hajj, and enjoining the good and prohibiting 
evil. Essentially, these pillars gave the Muslim’s world an outer, institu
tional and legal, framework; a doctrinal and theological basis for religious 
belief; and, finally, an inner spiritual journey where the virtues were culti
vated and direct experience of the transcendent was sought. The inner 
dimensions of Islam are in reality little different from those of other great 
religious traditions, especially the Abrahamaic faiths. The world view and
practices of a Christian monastic would not differ, in substance, from 
those of his or her Muslim counterpart. But in Islam these elements of the 
religion must be aspects of a single whole and not compartmentalized and 
separated as secular modernity would demand.

The effects of the tumultuous changes which have engulfed the Muslim 
world in recent times may not have sundered the interconnectedness of

these aspects of Islam, but they have certainly muddled and weakened 
them. Most Muslims would fiercely affirm their faith - an open assertion 
of atheism or even agnosticism in the Muslim world is still extremely rare. 
At the same time, the majority of Muslims - at least those that have 
been exposed to a secular education and a modern lifestyle — do not make 
an easy connection between the sacred and the world around them. 
The Islamists are no better in this regard than the arch-modernists. Both 
are embarrassed by, or overlook, the significance of the unseen in Muslim 
consciousness and in the construction of Islam’s world view. In fact the 
entire Quranic revelation is addressed to ‘those who believe in the 
Unseen’3 If one does not believe in the unseen, it is difficult to see how one 
can daim to reconstruct an Islamic civilization.

Most people automatically equate the sense of the transcendent with the 
type of overtly religious societies which have been rejected in the West. This 
experience; whether in Europe of America, has not been a generally happy 
one. The examples of an overbearing priesthood, a prim and hypocritical 
public piety rigid conformity in personal and social behaviour, conjure 
up all that is antithetical to the free human spirit. Very few people in the 
West have any hankering for the Puritan world of seventeenth-century 
Massachusetts, the priggish bourgeois life of mid-Victorian England, or the 
stifling official religiosity of Franco’s Spain. But the experience of the tran
scendent in Islamic society, at least up to the modern period, is in no way 
comparable to that of the West since the Renaissance. Islamic society was 
not structured along officially religious lines in the conventional sense of 
the word. The closest approximations to such a society in the western expe
rience were probably the traditional societies of medieval Europe, where 
the sacred was fused into the ordinary lives of people.

Modernity did not affect Islam just by separating state from religion, 
but also by reducing the natural sense of the sacred in people’s daily lives. 
The secular elites in the Muslim world behave no differently from their 
western counterparts in their ambivalence or hostility to increasing the 
role of religion in society. Even the terms of disdain and opprobrium used 
to describe such a possibility draw from the western experience. 
‘Fundamentalisms ‘a return to the Dark Ages’, and other such terms and 
phrases, are liberally used to describe the increased religiosity of Muslim 
society, even when they have no referents in the Islamic tradition. 
Nevertheless, these categories have stuck and basically define the debate, as 
Muslims have become increasingly distant from experiencing the tran
scendent in their world.

I
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The recovery of the sacred, which is integral to any hope for the 
recovery of Islamic civilization^ revolves around the notion of ihm, the 
third essential dimension of Islam. In the sensibility of the times, this 
might veer towards tedious or sanctimonious moralizing, but ihsan has 
nothing to do with controlling or moulding outer forms of behaviour. It i$ 
a conscious pursuit on the part of the individual to perfect virtuous qual
ities which are associated with the inner spiritual journey. This pursuit was 
undertaken in the past through affiliation to the Various Sufi tariqas, which 
had millions of adherents and adepts, or, in the Shia lands, through the 
more individualist and even solitary path of irfan, the metaphysical form 
of Sufism, which was acceptable to the Shia consciousness. The tariq® 
cannot be compared to the monastic orders of Christianity, if only because 
of their scale and ubiquity in Islamic public life. The modernist and 
Islamist assault on the spiritual paths of Islam destroyed a crucial form of 
organization which had encouraged the inculcation of moral qualities in 
the mass of the population as well as in the elites. It was not replaced with 
anything better than just an alternative: of either a dry ‘rationalist’ or 
scholastic Islam, or the doubts and moral ambiguities which are a feature 
of secular life. The ihsan aspect of Islam was degraded over time and, with 
it, nearly all the features of Islamic life that were marked by charitable 
works, communal solidarity and social concern.

The social action wings of Islamist parties subordinate their work to 
the overall political imperative of their parties, which ultimately revolve 
around power and the establishment of some form of an Islamic state; 
However, there are two notable examples of socially-oriented Islamic 
movements which have overtly eschewed politics but have nevertheless 
been very successfill over the past decades in developing a mass following. 
Both aim to rebuild the bases of Islamic moral action, but from entirely 
different, if not antithetical, perspectives. The first is the Tablighi Jamaat, a 
movement first launched in North India in 1925 by the cleric Maulana 
Muhammad Ilyas. Its original intent was to strengthen the Islamic identity 
of lapsed Indian Muslims and to counter the syncretic tendencies in Indian 
Islam. In 1946 it began to expand internationally under the guidance of 
Ilyas’s son, Maulana Muhammad Yusuf, targeting the growing South Asian 
Muslim diasporas in Europe, the Middle East and North America.4

The Tablighi Jamaat’s main purpose has been to inculcate in its 
followers a commitment to living a life that is as closely patterned on the 
early Muslims as possible. Through their dress, their grooming, their strict 
devotion to the rituals of Islamic piety and an ascetic moral and family 

code, they seek to inspire in their adherents an absolute commitment to 
Islam as a way of life. The organization works through loose networks of 
various sized groups, who undertake proselytizing missions to spread the 
message of Islam in neighbourhoods, towns and entire countries, in South 
Asia, South Africa, and the Middle East and, increasingly, in the West. The 
movement’s main international headquarters is now in Britain. Those who 
in one way or another have been influenced by the Tablighi Jamaat and its 
‘six principles’ now number millions — mainly from the better-educated 
members of society. The group itself has not escaped its share of contro
versy, particularly in the post 9/11 environment. Some critics have gone so 
far as to see in the Tablighi Jamaat a source of radicalization, even a 
preparatory school for jihadists. Others, including Graham Fuller, a former 
CIA analyst and RAND scholar, consider the organization to be a ‘peacefill 
and apolitical preaching-to-the-people movement’

The other purportedly non-political group that has achieved a huge 
following, especially in Turkey and the Turkic-speaking world, is the educa
tional and social reform movement associated with Fethullah Gulen.5 Giilen, 
a follower in his youth of Said Nursi, was a former functionary in the state 
religious bureaucracy. He left it to develop his philosophy of Islamic activism, 
based on the three mobilizing concepts of hizmet (service to country and 
society); ikhlas (sincerity in action) and himmet (sensitivity and concern in 
thought and action). In many ways this movement stands in diametric 
contrast to the Tablighi Jamaat in its indifference to traditionalism and open 
missionary work for Islam. The Gulen movement, which had started as a 
youth-oriented moral regeneration and religious activist movement in the 
1960s, began to focus on establishing a stronghold in the educational system 
of Turkey. This was opened up to the private sector in the early 1980s. Gtilen’s 
emphasis has been on tolerance and the openness of Islam to modernity, 
liberal capitalism and technological progress. His message has resonated with 
the religiously minded middle classes that are seeking an alternative to both 
the Islam of the traditional scholars and the aggressive secularism of the state 
and the country’s commercial and cultural elite. Backed by the considerable 
resources of pious, newly wealthy entrepreneurs and businessmen from 
Turkey’s interior, the Gulen movement has influenced Turkey’s media 
and secondary education. The movement has also been instrumental in 
organizing powerful business and commercial networks that often stand 
in opposition to Turkey’s western-oriented business groups.

Organizations such as the Tablighi Jamaat and the Gulen movement can 
provide a moral re-anchoring for Muslims and act as bridges to, or
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ramparts against, the modern world. But no modern mass movement in 
Islam has been able to fill the void left by the decay of the classic Sufi and 
Futuwwa orders that seamlessly integrated the sacred with the profane in 
the quotidian experience of a huge number of people.6 While a patchy 
revitalization of some Sufi orders appears to be taking place, they still have 
to contend with a weighty historical legacy that limits their adaptability 
and appeal. The Futuwwa orders, however, have virtually disappeared as a 
factor in the lives of working Muslims. Their replacement by a modern 
equivalent would probably be an essential prerequisite for the weaving of 
Islamic norms back into the meaning and purpose of work. A reaction of 
sorts has settled in over the past two decades, but the landscape of most 
Muslim countries is dominated by a shocking disregard for the public 
good and by chaotic individualism.

What do Muslims want?

In a 2005 poll conducted by the Pew Research Centre on Islamic extremism’) 
large majorities of Muslims in countries as diverse as Pakistan (79 per cent), 
Morocco (70 per cent) and Jordan (63 per cent) viewed themselves as 
Muslims rather than citizens of their nation-states. Even in countries such as
Turkey with its long secular history as a nation-state, 43 per cent viewed 
themselves as Muslims in the first place, although 29 per cent saw themselves 
as citizens of the nation-state. Large majorities also welcomed the increasing 
role of Islam in their societies as well as in politics. Various surveys have also 
confirmed that the angst Muslims feel is related more to the loss of authen
ticity in their lives, a sense that ‘immorality’ is increasing and a concern about 
western influence in their societies rather than to a desire simply to turn to
Islam because of political oppression or autocratic rule.

The majority of Muslims continue to resist a wholesale capitulation to 
the standards and values of modern western societies, but without
knowing precisely what their resistance actually implies. The conflicts 
emerging from an inner ambiguity directed towards the norms of the
modern world and an outer life which is inescapably dominated by these 
norms have not been either easily or successfully resolved. Nearly every
thing conspires to make the process of adjustment and adaptation difficult
and strewn with problems. The certainty of Islam becomes the only lasting 
element that is seen to be reliable and consistent. It is still embedded in the 

collective unconscious of all Muslims. In this lies a vital contradiction. 

Islam offers an inner certainty to Muslims, but its outer expression as a 

civilization has been severely curtailed or abandoned. The inherent equi
librium demanded by Islam between the Muslim’s inner and outer lives 
has been disrupted.

So the entire argument as to whether Islam is in conflict with modernity 
or vice versa is false. The issue is whether Muslims want to create and dwell 
in a civilizational space which grows out of their own beliefs without 
disrupting the world of others. This alternative world may be entirely 
different from that which exists in terms of its structures, demands, values 
and expectations, or it may be similar to it in parts. Muslims can continue 
to rail against the excesses of the modern condition, but their objections 
are useless if their daily lives and aspirations are only a minor variant of 
the global standard. Given enough time, the ways of the modern world will 
indeed prevail, notwithstanding the two centuries of rearguard actions on 
the part of Muslims. The revolt of Islam is doomed to fail if it does not find 
an outer expression of the faith at all the levels of civilization.

The axiomatic rule is that the gross will prevail over the subtle. The 
quest for continuous material improvement, a rising standard of living, 
and an almost fetishistic belief in the power of science and technology is 
now a nearly universal condition. It underlines the actions of individuals, 
societies and states. The effects of these factors on religious belief were 
understood a long time ago. John Wesley, the great eighteenth-century 
Christian reformer, wrote of ‘the continual decay of pure religion . . . 
Wherever riches have increased, the essence of religion has decreased in 
the same proportion. For religion must necessarily produce both industry 
and frugality, and these cannot but produce riches. But as riches increase, 
so will pride, anger and love of the world in all its branches.’7 The cardinal 
virtues cease to be social virtues in practice and are reduced to a personal 
ethics. The response in the West has been to accept the process of secular
ization as an inevitable consequence of the general increase in wealth and 
power. The same recipe is now being offered to Islam. Reformers, both in 
the Muslim world and outside, are, in effect, calling for a ‘Christianization’ 
of Islam, a final break between the sacred and the profane in the world of 
Islam.

The reformers are at least honest in that they forthrightly call for the 
wholesale adoption of the institutions and processes of modern technolog
ical societies. Nevertheless, their vision of Islamic civilization is an empty 
one - a vague spirituality wafting over a society with a deceptive cultural 
distinctiveness, one which has effectively merged with the dominant order. 
Radical Islamists, and even the rank-and-file of ‘rationalist’ Muslims, suffer
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from a different conceit, namely that, by picking and choosing from the 
menu of change, a happy compromise between Islam and what is accept
able from modernity can be fashioned. Change will be run throu$i the 
filter of Sharia and what is acceptable will be embraced, while what is not
will be rejected. This approach, which has been entertained for over a 
century, has neither produced satisfactory material progress nor strength
ened the foundations of Islamic civilization in any way. The fundamental 
commdrum for all such rationalists and radicals is that the change they are 
facing is a product of a different and ascendant civilizational order. It can 
only be internalized successfully if it is refashioned, and then transcended, 
in a uniquely Islamic framework. The absorption of the legacies of the 
Byzantines and Persians and their transformation in their encounter with 
Islam could not have taken place within the world of the Abbasids, were 
Islam in a subordinate or inferior position to these civilizations.

If Muslims want the very things that modern technological civilization 
promises and in some cases has delivered, they have to acknowledge the 
roots of this civilization in order to become an active and creative part of 
it. Otherwise they will simply be a parasitic attachment to it. It is difficult 
to see how Islam can contribute to this civilization while rejecting or ques
tioning its premises. If it accepts its premises, then the best that Muslims 
can do is to ‘package’ the final products of their civilization in ways which 
may be culturally or politically acceptable to their own societies. They can 
even participate in the dominant civilizational order and accept the risks 
that it might fatally undermine whatever is left of Muslims’ basic identity 
and autonomy. This appears to be the path that the richer societies of the 
Muslim world have chosen for themselves. The Gulf countries’ exuberant 

0uslims do not muster the inner resources of their faith to fashion a 
^jjngouter presence, then Islam as a civilization may indeed disappear.

future may be marked with scattered rebellions of disaffected 
but these will weaken in their intensity and scope. In time, the 

^tmcnts, compromises, and expediencies which have marked each 
generation’s encounter with a world dominated first by the West 

^4 now, increasingly, by impersonal technological and market forces will 
away at the possibility of regenerating an Islamic civilization. Islam 
simply be another motif in a consumer-driven, self-obsessed, short 

attention-span global culture; another ‘player’ in the marketplace for ideas 
and religions. The retreat of Islam into the private, individual sphere will 
be complete. The much heralded Islamic ‘awakening’ of recent times will 
not be a prelude to the rebirth of an Islamic civilization; it will be another 
episode in its decline. The revolt of Islam becomes instead the final act of 

I the end of a civilization.

embrace of a frantic hyper-modernity only scantily garbed in Islamic 
idioms is the best example of this. The same path also appeals to the west
ernized professional classes, who view their Islam as an inoffensive but 
distinguishing cultural ornament.

However, if Muslims want to live an outer life which is an expression of 
their innermost faith, they have to reclaim those parts of their public spaces 
which have been conceded to other world views over the past centuries. A 
new Islamic civilization can only be carved out from a harsh reality of years 
of inactivity, lassitude and indifference. And, if it is to be achieved, this will 
be only after overcoming conditions of great imbalance and adversity. The 
creative impulses of civilization are now all in the domain of another world 
order. The challenges are not insurmountable, but they will test to limit 
Muslims’ commitment to Islam as a complete way of life.
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Praise for The Occupation of Iraq
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‘Magnificent.... Here, finally, is a man of Iraq who knows its history and
its wounds.'

—Fouad Alami, f/ie New Republic

‘Few have witnessed events so dose up, and with so intimate a knowledge
% \ K ~ •' T * \ k ■**'•* ^ ' a'

of the gap between (Iraqi) reality and (American) expectation.’ -fi

—The Economist

*An insider’s account of the nascent Iraqi government following the 
American invasion. [This] immensely readable exposition of Iraqi society 

and politics will likely become the standard reference on 
post-9/11 Iraq.’

> —Publishers Weekly (starred review)

'The Occupation of Iraq is packed with fascinating details for those who 
have closely followed Americas misadventure in Iraq, and its a valuable 

primer for those who haven’t | Allawi’s} insider account of the past 
four years—and his views of what the United States should have done 

differently adds a valuable new voice to the ongoing debate about Iraq.’ 

—Rajiv Chandtasekaran, Washington Post Book World
I

By far the best account of the calamitous descent from the widespread 
euphoria of the early days that followed the fall of Saddams regime to the 
corruption, savagery and wild incompetence that have characterised its 

recent history?

—Marie Colvin, The Sunday Times


